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Abstract
Meeting the needs of every student is a significant challenge, and this challenge is amplified in
rural contexts where students tend to have fewer opportunities and as a result, tend to have
decreased academic success. Programs and plans that are developed and successful one year,
may not have the same impact the next. This Organizational Improvement Plan (OIP) puts forth
a data-driven, evidenced informed inquiry-based model of professional learning that is reflexive
to the needs of the student body. Built off of Senge’s Learning Organization, it posits that for
students to be successful schools need to be continuously improving so that the diverse needs of
the student body can be met and that contextual issues can be addressed. The inquiry model uses
a variety of data sources to intentionally interrupt thinking at the school level and asks school
staff to generate potential hypothesises for what is happening. A Professional Learning
Community (PLC) model is also integrated to find evidence-based solutions and develop
potential action plans to address stretches in student learning and the overall structures of the
organization. Utilizing a transformative leadership perspective, the change implementation plan
recognizes that inequities exist in all contexts and that the only way to overcome these inequities
is to confront them from our position of influence and to erase the opportunity gap. This OIP also
explores the challenges of teaching and learning in a rural context and the importance of building
a network of support for school staff to draw upon so that they can continue to improve their
practice.

Key words: Rural Schools, Data-Based, Evidence-informed, Inquiry, Continuous Improvement,
Opportunity Gap
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Executive Summary
The purpose of this Organizational Improvement Plan (OIP) is to increase student
achievement by creating a collaborative inquiry process built on data-based decision making,
evidence-informed practice and a networked learning community. Students have diverse needs
and to meet their needs a school and the classrooms they learn in need to be constantly adapting
and evolving, because the things that worked the previous year may or may not work again
(Fullan, 2011). To be responsive to the needs of the students means focusing teacher practice
around a nexus of learning, assessment, and instruction, and creating structures that intentionally
interrupt thinking so that cognitive biases can be overcome, and real change can occur.
The first chapter provides the context for Bethune Elementary Secondary School (BESS)
and the various affordances and constraints that shape the problem of practice. It then goes on to
situate the school principal as the instructional leader and recognizes that besides the classroom
teacher the greatest influence on student learning is school leadership (Leithwood, Harris, &
Hopkins, 2008). Leadership, however, is about more than just influencing instruction and this
OIP recognizes that confronting the inequities that exist both inside and outside of the school is
also the school and the school leader’s responsibility (Shields, 2014). The chapter goes on to
examine the problem of practice, moving the school from good to great by ensuring that every
student achieves their potential, in more detail and frames the contextual factors that influence
this problem. It concludes by discussing the leadership’s vision for change, how this change is
going to be accelerated, as well as the organizations readiness to change.
The second chapter is focused on how the school leadership is going to approach change
and outlines potential solutions to the problem of practice. It begins by examining the theory of
transformative leadership and argues that it is the leader’s moral imperative to ensure that equity
ii
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remains at the forefront of all school initiatives (Gorski, 2018). It then moves on to argue that for
the school to be responsive to student needs, it needs to be transformed into a true learning
organization (Senge, 1990). Three potential solutions are then proposed, one organized around
using data to facilitate inquiry, one around using evidence-informed practice to facilitate inquiry
and one around building a networked learning community. Ultimately though an approach that
combines and incorporates all three possible solutions is outlined and decided upon. The chapter
concludes by examining the ethical implications of the OIP and discusses the ethics of care,
ethics of justice and ethics of critique connected to the change process (Ehrich, Harris,
Klenowski, Smeed, & Spina, 2014).
The third and final chapter of this OIP outlines the change implementation plan. The
implementation plan is organized around the Spirals of Inquiry developed by Halbert and Kaser
(2013). It begins by scanning and focusing the inquiry process, and then using this information to
develop a hunch on how to move forward. The next step in the change implementation plan
discusses the learning process and how action will be taken. The plan also details how a
networked learning community will be formed and concludes by discussing how a post-audit
process will be put in place to debrief the changes and ensure they have made enough of a
difference. The next section of the chapter discusses a multi-faceted communication strategy for
engaging stakeholders and how different mediums will be utilized to facilitate the change
process (Klein, 1996). The OIP then concludes with an examination of next steps and future
considerations, specifically focusing on the need for developing social-emotional learning and
increasing school connectedness (Bond, et al., 2007).
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION & PROBLEM
This Organizational Improvement Plan (OIP) sets out a plan to increase academic
achievement by building a collaborative culture of inquiry that uses data, evidence-informed
practice, and learning networks to interrupt thinking and be responsive to student needs. By
placing the students at the centre of the inquiry process a strong learning-instruction-assessment
nexus (Fullan, 2011, p. 8) will be formed and allow the organization to adapt to the constantly
changing needs of the community. This process is also structured so that it can interrupt
cognitive biases and move thinking deeper to find meaningful and authentic solutions that can be
developed and acted on. The first chapter of the OIP discusses the organizational context and the
leadership perspectives that inform the organization. Located in a rural and remote community,
the culture and environmental factors play a significant role in shaping the challenges that the
school faces. Next the problem of practice is outlined, followed by the issues and context
framing the problem. From this several lines of inquiry are examined, and factors, challenges,
and phenomena that are influenced by the main problem are identified. The chapter concludes
with an assessment of the organization’s change readiness and what change drivers will be
emphasized to support the change process.
Organizational Context
Bethune Elementary Secondary School (BESS) [anonymized] is a rural K to 12 school
found in the Kootenay region of British Columbia. Located in the Brown Bear School District
[anonymized], the catchment area of the school extends over fifty kilometers and serves several
mountain communities. All together these communities have a population that total less than a
thousand people. Brown Bear School District is a small district, with approximately 400 students
that attend six different schools. The number of students at BESS fluctuates between 100 and
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120, with approximately 10% of the student body being transient, entering and exiting the school
once or twice a year. BESS provides its students a rich educational experience, however student
achievement is plateauing. Students do not do poorly at BESS, but there are questions
surrounding whether they can do better. This Organizational Improvement Plan (OIP) is focused
on increasing student’s academic achievement, and in particular supporting students to move
from good to great.
Brown Bear School District is small and has a simple organizational structure. The
district is overseen by the Superintendent and the Director of Learning, underneath these two
individuals there are five administrators, three principals and two vice-principals, who oversee
the district’s six schools. Even though the district is small, it has the same requirements as larger
districts and as such, much of the decision making and operational matters are distributed. This
operational style tends to extend into the schools as well, and at BESS in particular, most of the
decision making occurs through a democratic and distributed process. These democratic and
distributed processes have developed in the school out of a similar necessity as those in the
district decision-making structure, but also because of the strong culture of the community that
the school is located within (Hargreaves & Fink, 2008).
BESS has always been a place of innovation and experimentation. For many years it was
a lighthouse school, wherein the BC Ministry of Education would pilot new ideas. It was also a
place with fairly low turnover; teachers would move into the community and stay there until
retirement. This trend was similar in administration, with former teachers moving into leadership
positions and holding the principalship for a tenure typically no shorter than five years. While
this trend has remained for teachers, over the past ten years there has been a significant turnover
in principals, with seven different people holding the position over the last decade. This has
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resulted in many teachers taking on greater leadership roles. This trend has also been met with
greater disunity as there has not been a central leader to support and guide these teachers and
their various initiatives cohesively throughout the school. This has led to many teachers pursuing
their own areas of interest. Occasionally some of these initiatives, while producing valid learning
experiences, focused on areas outside of the curriculum and took away from core areas of
learning like numeracy and literacy. Without a strong central focus and leadership, these
initiatives lacked cohesion and direction. As a result, they tended to focus more on the wants and
interests of the teacher, than the learning needs of the students. Similarly, there was disunity in
the school’s mental models. The school staff did not have a common vocabulary or a shared
thought process for how learning should occur in the school (Senge, 2000). As such, while these
initiatives were situated within the framework of the school growth plan, and the goals the school
had set out, each staff member had their own idea for what these goals meant. This also
weakened the school’s vision and mission because it was not fully shared amongst the various
staff holders. For these reasons, most of the innovations that the teachers were bringing to the
school were not driving organizational learning, and the school was not improving its capacity to
support student success (Senge, 1990).
The region in which the school is located is marked by political, economic, and cultural
independence. People who live in the region do so for specific reasons, and many of those
reasons are connected to their desire to be independent from society at large. This emphasis on
independence however does not preclude the area from having a strong community, and a strong
sense of loyalty to the region as well as to one another. Over the past hundred years there have
been several political, cultural and economic events that have shaped the region into what it is
now. The area was first developed by European settlers in the mid and late 1800s when silver
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was discovered in the mountains, leading to a subsequent silver rush. Railways and steamboat
routes were established to help extract the silver and this ultimately connected the region to more
densely populated areas. As more settlers arrived the Sinixt First Nations group were quickly
outnumbered, became marginalized and eventually began to decline in population. Following the
downturn in silver mining and with the start of the Second World War, many of the low-lying
areas of the region became internment camps for Japanese-Canadians. With the conclusion of the
war many of the Japanese-Canadians left, but some stayed and their legacy is seen in the pictures
of those who graduated from the school as well as in the culture of the community (Shimizu,
2008).
In the 1950s, with concerns about the Doukhobor communities in Southern BC, the
community again was used as a prison camp, with hundreds of Doukhobor children being sent to
residential school here. Similar to the Japanese-Canadians, while most Doukhobor peoples left
the region when they were able to, they left behind a cultural legacy that remains to this day
(Kryak, 2018). Around the time of the Doukhobor’s being sent to residential schools, the Sinixt
Nation were declared extinct for the purpose of the Indian Act. This led to a court battle that only
recently was resolved and has started their battle to reclaim self-determination (Nieoczym,
2017). In the 1960s and 70s the region’s beautiful environment began to attract activists from all
over Canada, as well as anti-war protestors from the USA. This generation of activists would
soon come into conflict with those working in the resource extraction industry and throughout
the 1980s and especially the 1990s tensions between the groups were constant strains on the
community. In the 2000s the resource extraction industries began to precipitously decline, and
though they are still present, a community that was once built on forestry and mining, needed to
transition to one built on the service industry. This transition was anything but smooth, with a
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mass exodus of families from the area, and a rapid increase in both retirees and outsiders
purchasing summer homes. It was during this time the school population declined from nearly
two hundred students to a low of seventy. These events and the various transitions that have
accompanied them have created a culturally diverse community that is quick to question
authority and is fiercely defensive of their way of life whether that be in defence of their
environment or in defence of their right to exploit the environment.
The school, as a central part of the community, has been impacted by many of the same
changes and transition that the region has gone through. This has shaped the vision, mission,
values and purpose of the organization. On a district level there is the stated goal of “World
Class Learning in a Rural Environment” as well as the belief that by keeping class sizes small
and personalizing the learning process we can support student success (Brown Bear School
District, 2017). Environmentalism and a connection to the land is also a big part of the district,
with their signature pedagogy being place-conscious learning. Place-conscious learning uses the
strengths and affordances of a learning environment’s location to shape teaching practices, and in
this way make learning more impactful and accessible for learners (Smith, 2002). This is also
exemplified in the school mission as well, with many of the school programs built around
connecting to the land and ensuring that the impact people make on the environment around is as
minimal as possible. These beliefs can be seen in the school garden & composting program, in its
food program, as well as in its outdoor ed program. The most explicit statement on BESS’ goals
come from its school growth plan, with three identified areas for development:
-

Goal #1: To encourage critical thinking and the valuing of lifelong learning.

-

Goal #2: To support students in taking charge of their holistic well-being (intellectual,
emotional, spiritual, physical).
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-

Goal #3: To foster students to become valued and skilled members of their global and
local community. (Bethune Elementary Secondary School, 2019)

Ultimately the school aspires to create a safe space where our students can take risks and find a
path to success. The school recognizes that there is more than one way to be successful in this
world and that to achieve their goals students will need to be multi-skilled (Cooper, 2011).
Leadership Position and Lens Statement
As the principal of BESS, I am responsible for the educational program that the school
delivers. According to Leithwood, Harris, and Hopkins (2008), after classroom teaching, the
greatest school influence on student learning is school leadership. This influence is exerted
through four basic practices: (a) building vision and setting directions; (b) understanding and
developing people; (c) redesigning the organization; and (d) managing the teaching and learning
program. These practices align with Fullan’s (2011) assertion that positive growth is generated
by emphasizing the “learning-instruction-assessment nexus” (p. 8), using the group to
accomplish this learning-instruction culture, powering new teaching innovations with
technology, and using a systems approach to connect these three drivers. Similarly, the Boston
Public Schools’ “Focus on Children” Plan, 2001 (Aspen Institute, 2006), prioritized clear
expectations around student learning, rigorous consistent curriculum, expectations about
instruction practice, support for teachers through professional development, and appropriate
formative and summative assessment. Robinson, Loyd, and Rowe (2008) in their meta-study of
what aspects of leadership had the greatest impact on student outcomes, identified the following
five dimensions:
1. Establishing Goals and Expectations
2. Strategic Resourcing

6
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3. Planning, Coordinating and Evaluating Teaching and the Curriculum
4. Promoting and Participating in Teacher Learning and Development
5. Ensuring an Orderly and Supportive Environment (p. 656)
These dimensions, as those identified by Fullan (2011) and the Boston Public Schools’
“Focus on Children” Plan (2006), are structural and system-wide actions. While they can reside
in a single classroom their impact is most powerfully felt when there is school cohesion and they
are executed system wide. While teachers can try to implement them horizontally, it is much
easier to diffuse them through actions and processes that have a vertical impact (Robinson et al.,
2008). In other words, it is the school leader who is hierarchically positioned to make these
outcomes a lived reality within their contexts. It is from this research that the moral imperative
of the school leader to support student learning and to ensure their success is made clear, and it is
from this research that I position myself as the central change and instructional leader within the
school.
Transformative leadership is a framework for leadership that is more focused on purpose
than on methods. According to Caldwell et al. (2012) the framework is ethically based and
integrates a commitment to values and outcomes by elevating the long-term interests of its
stakeholders and putting front and center the moral duties that an organization owes to them and
society at large. In simpler terms, as Shields (2014) writes, the goal of transformative leadership
is to ensure that all students reach their potential and succeed academically. To achieve this, it
argues that there must be a recognition that socioeconomic and cultural realities effect equity,
and for students to be successful, inside and outside of school, these inequities and their
subsequent impacts need to be addressed. As a school leader in a rural school I witness the
inequities that my students confront every day and I can see the way in which it impacts their
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education. While many of these inequities are socioeconomic and can be connected to cultural
realities of the students, the most prevalent are the systemic barriers that students in rural
school’s face. To this end, Shields (2014) has identified eight tenets that are at the centre of
transformative leadership:
1. The mandate to effect deep and equitable change
2. The need to deconstruct and reconstruct knowledge frameworks that perpetuate inequity
and injustice
3. A focus on emancipation, democracy, equity, and justice
4. The need to address the inequitable distribution of power
5. An emphasis on both private and public (individual and collective) good
6. An emphasis on interdependence, interconnectedness, and global awareness
7. The necessity of balancing critique with promise
8. The call to exhibit moral courage (p. 333)
These eight tenets position the leader in a role that requires them to confront and challenge
inequalities in the system, both inside and outside of their organization. This is in alignment with
the school leaders’ ethical obligation to ensure that all individuals connected to the organization
are treated in a fair and equitable manner (Ehrich, et al., 2014). This does not mean that the
school leader needs to solve these issues, but that they need to ensure that the organization they
lead is a safe space that is willing to confront and critically examine questions of power, and feel
free to problematize the purpose of the system that they are working within. The ethical
obligation to critique the organization is incumbent on all members of the organization but this
role inevitably falls to the school administration because of their legal and hierarchical
positioning. It is better to achieve the goal of social justice by utilizing aspects of distributed and
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democratic leadership, but ultimately because of the position of power that the principal holds
over staff and students, these actions must first begin at the top. Paul Gorski (2018) identifies
ways that school leaders are uniquely positioned to develop equity literate schools:
-

Visibly and vocally embrace equity

-

Publicly support people advocating equity

-

Challenge deficit ideologies directly

-

Demystify and challenge inequitable sate or district policy

-

Hire with equity literacy in mind

-

Prioritize the interests and needs of families experiencing poverty (and other
marginalized groups)

-

Build professional development around the knowledge and skills of equity literacy

-

Strengthen structural awareness to foster responsiveness to bigger social conditions and
policy

-

Practice identifying policies and practices that force students to “preform” their poverty

-

Partner with local organizations to offer wraparound services

-

Identify and eliminate policies and practices that punish or humiliate students
experiencing poverty simply for being students that experiencing poverty

-

Eliminate fees associated with any learning opportunity

-

De-track

-

Provide strong, options-based college and career counselling with equity-literate
counselors (p. 162)
These are actions that the classroom teacher for the most part cannot execute on an

organizational scale. They are also actions that a school leader cannot achieve on their own, but
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they are actions that need to be initiated and supported by the school, and district leadership.
Tandon (2003) notes, “Most well-known change initiatives that are perceived as being ‘topdown’ or led by a senior executive or the CEO probably started at the bottom or the middle,
years earlier” (p. 428). In my position as the principal of my school I have the agency to
implement and influence the direction of the school so that in the long run these goals are
achieved but it must be a collaborative effort. In other words, because we live in a hierarchical
system, it is my responsibility to ensure the goal of transformative leadership, to guarantee that
all students in a school reach their potential and succeed academically. This means working with
the school staff to identify problems that exist and developing a plan to address these problems.
It would be foolish and contrary to the principles of transformative leadership to argue that it is
solely the school leader’s responsibility to solve the challenges of a school, however because of
the hierarchical power that is instilled in the school leader they are best positioned to be the
driving force and initiate collaborative change in an organization (Abrell-Vogel, & Rowold,
2014; Jones & Harris, 2013). As such, it is the school leader’s moral and ethical obligation to
continually scan their school for inequality and collaboratively work to address these issues
(Ehrich, et al., 2014).
Leadership Problem of Practice
My problem of practice is ensuring that students in the school are continually improving
and that the efforts of the school staff are responsive to the needs of the students. This involves
ensuring equity in academic achievement and taking a good school and helping guide it into a
great school. As Leithwood, Harris, and Hopkins (2008) state that outside of the classroom the
biggest impact on student success is school leadership. It is only school leaders who are capable
of ensuring that resources and structures are aligned to build school cohesion around the things
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that make a difference in student achievement. They are the ones who can take a single good
classroom in the school and build on it so that every classroom in the building is great. Similarly,
school leaders are also the ones that can challenge inequity in the building and ensure that
Shield’s eight tenets of transformative leadership are a lived reality. It is from this theoretical
framework that I assert my moral imperative to work with my staff and students to transform my
school from a good school into a great one.
Student success can take many forms, and at BESS students are succeeding but student
achievement data raises concerns about the extent of their success. There are three main data
sources that are used by the school district and the school staff to examine school-wide student
achievement. The first are provincial assessments of which there are two varieties, the
Foundational Skills Assessments (FSA) in grade 4 and 7 as well as the Literacy and Numeracy
Graduation Assessments that occur in Grade 10, 11, and 12. District Assessments in reading,
writing and numeracy are done three times a year in every grade. Finally, each year the school
participates in the Early Years Development Index (EDI) and the Middle Years Development
Index (MDI), these assessments are done in conjunction with the University of British Columbia
and attempt to determine the health and wellness of students in Kindergarten, grade 4 and grade
7. From this data, as well as the fact that many of our students stay with us from Kindergarten to
grade 12, we can develop a longitudinal picture of student success at our school. The picture that
is developed shows that our students are doing good, but not great. In their academic
achievement data, they are achieving the average, but not going beyond that. Looking closer into
the data we can see that when students enter the school, we have a lot of diversity, with some
students exceeding standards and some students far below. BESS does an excellent job of
supporting those who are not meeting standards and providing them the supports they need to
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catch up with their classmates, but we struggle in supporting those who are exceeding standards,
and by grade 7 the majority of students who were exceeding have regressed and are now at the
provincial average with the rest of their classmates. When we look at the EDI and the MDI
results, we see that when our students enter school in Kindergarten, they are below average for
being at risk. This trend continues as they reach grade 4, but in the grade 7 assessments we see a
decrease in their health and wellness and more students are indicated as being at risk. Taken as a
whole, these various assessments illustrate the overall trend in our school of supporting students,
creating a safe and caring environment, and increasing academic achievement, however they also
indicate that as students enter into the late middle years and early high school years their
progress begins to plateau or regress. Ultimately, these students graduate and move on to postsecondary institutes where they tend to be successful, however, the question remains, did they
achieve their highest heights, and if so, did they do so because of us, or in spite of us? In the
terms of transformative leadership, did we remove the barriers so that all of our students could
reach their potential and succeed academically to the best of their ability?
In my role as the instructional leader it is my responsibility to oversee academic
achievement at my school and ensure that our program is setting high standards for our students
and scaffolding them on a path to achieve those standards. As the principal it is also my role to
ensure equity in the school and that everyone’s needs are being met. BESS is a good school and
it does good things, but we have the ability to be a great school and do great things. To move
from good to great means moving beyond what you are good at. It means recognizing that if we
only do what we are good at we will not improve. Instead, we need to focus on what we have the
potential to be the best at, and also recognize what we cannot be the best at; it is this distinction
that is one of the main attributes of organizations that move from good to great (Collins, 2001).
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As such, my problem of practice is ensuring that students in the school are continually improving
and that the efforts of the school staff are responsive to the needs of the students.
Much of the research around equity and academic achievement focuses on closing the
achievement gap but does not look at raising standards for all (Gorksi, 2018; Leithwood, 2010).
Furthermore, the initiatives undertaken in the past have failed to address the core issues causing
inequitable learning, such as content and capacity, and instead focused on accountability (Harris
& Herrington, 2006). Gorski (2018) however notes that the instructional strategies that work for
students dealing with inequities are the strategies that work for all students, and that if contextspecific adaptations are made, schools can be made more equitable, engaging and validating for
all students.
Framing the Problem of Practice
While rural and urban schools share the same goal, student success, they face very
different contextual challenges. These challenges tend to extend from systemic inequalities that
exist between those living in urban areas compared to those in rural. While urban poverty is
more prevalent than rural poverty in Canada, many of the disparities and structural disadvantages
faced by those living in poverty in urban areas are faced by everybody living in rural areas
(Burns, Bruce, & Marlin, 2007). In understanding rural populations, it must also be understood
that rural populations are difficult to define and not homogenous, as such, though we can see
trends in rural populations they may not hold true for all contexts (Burney & Cross, 2006).
Quality health care allows families to access regular checkups and preventative screenings, but
many individuals in rural areas do not have easy access to healthcare so they have a higher risk
of developing more serious ailments from undiagnosed health problems, as well as having less
access to health problems that are diagnosed (Standing Senate Committee on Agriculture and
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Forestry, 2006). This is especially the case with issues of mental health and wellness, where
many individuals in rural contexts have long waiting lists before they can meet with mental
health experts (Hoffman, Anderson-Butcher, Fuller & Bates, 2017). A major challenge for those
living in rural areas is accessing quality certified childcare (Standing Senate Committee on
Agriculture and Forestry, 2006). The lack of childcare impacts families in many different ways,
and the range in quality of childcare facilities can also be quite extensive, from those providing
engaging educational experiences to those simply providing group babysitting services. Students
who attend preschool programs that prioritize learning and have trained, and certified early
childhood educators are better prepared for school and more likely to transition into school
without issue (Gorksi, 2018). Furthermore, students that have experienced social emotional
learning programs have been proven to have higher academic achievement as they progress
through the grades. Similar to childcare, while there are more opportunities to go outside in rural
contexts, structured recreation and fitness options are more limited (Standing Senate Committee
on Agriculture and Forestry, 2006). Having strong after school programs has been proven to both
improve academic achievement as well as to improve pro-social behaviour in students (Vandell,
et al., 2006). As noted previously, it is more challenging to see counsellors and mental health
practitioners and this trend exists for all community and social services that exist. As the
Standing Senate Committee on Agriculture and Forestry (2006) notes “Ultimately being poor in
rural Canada means more than just not having enough. It also means having to travel long
distances to get enough.” (p. 35) While this challenge is felt most acutely by the poor in rural
Canada, it is a challenge for everyone, as a simple medical visit may require taking a whole day
off of work to drive a significant distance to the closest medical facility. These are not challenges
that can be overcome by a family, let alone a child, they are structural challenges and any gap in
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achievement, as Gorski (2018) notes should be examined under the lens of opportunity and how
we can strengthen the infrastructure of areas in need.
There are also teaching and learning implications for living in the rural context, and these
implications need to be carefully considered in understanding academic achievement at BESS.
Rural schools in general have fewer resources than those in an urban context and thus find it
more challenging to support specialized and innovative curricula such as gifted and talented or
dual-enrollment programs (Larson, 2018). For similar reasons and compounded by the need to
bus home long distances, schools find it challenging to offer extracurricular programs.
Rural schools in geographically remote areas also face difficulty in recruiting and
retaining highly qualified educators, especially in specialized areas such as the math and science,
counselling, special education, and school leadership (Larson, 2018). Due to the size of the
communities that they live and go to school in, students attending rural schools have restricted
peer groups and these restricted social networks have been shown to lead to an increase in
delinquent behaviours as well as substance abuse (Irvin, Byun, Meece, Farmer, & Hutchins,
2011). Similarly, studies have shown that bullying is very prevalent in rural communities. A
large study done by Smokowski, Cotter, Robertson, & Guo, (2013) found that 23% of youth
reported feeling bullied. While a smaller study that was done by Dulmus, Theriot, Sowers, and
Blackburn, (2004) indicated as many as 82% of youth felt bullied. Both of these factors likely
play a role in rural youth having on average, higher amounts of anxiety than that of the general
population (Smokowski et al., 2013). Rural youth tend to have lower educational aspirations than
those from an urban context (Hoffman et al., 2017). This is potentially due to the fact that for
many youths in rural communities going to a postsecondary institute means moving away from
their smaller home community and breaking connections that they have had for their whole life.
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It may also stem from the fact that many local jobs do not require postsecondary schooling and
as a result they can enter the workforce in their local community directly out of high school
(Irvin, et al., 2011). All students face challenges in reaching their potential but those in rural
contexts face many issues that are environmental and outside of their control. Just like the
communities they live in have systemic issues, so do the schools that they attend. Despite these
risks and challenges however, there are some characteristics of rural schools that can be
leveraged to positively influence student success. Rural schools tend to be smaller and foster
powerful student-teacher relationships that are supportive and compassionate (Larson, 2018).
Schools in rural settings tend to work very closely with community organizations to go above
and beyond their mandated service. Students who attend rural schools also tend to be seen more
holistically, and while they may fear being stigmatized by their challenges, in reality they are
less likely to be stigmatized (Burney & Cross, 2006).
British Columbia does not have a framework for rural education; however, between
November 2016 and April 2017, the government conducted a review of the K-12 public sector
education in rural communities (Larson, 2018). This study confirmed that there was a statistical
achievement gap between students from urban and rural contexts, and that this gap was even
larger for Indigenous students from rural areas. In the 2013/2014 school year, for example, 81%
of non-Indigenous students in rural contexts graduated compared to 89% of urban nonIndigenous students, and 60% of rural Indigenous students graduated compared to 65% of urban
Indigenous students (Larson, 2018). It also confirmed that students in rural regions have less
access to educational programs and extra-curricular activities. As previously mentioned, teachers
in rural schools tend to be less experienced and put into more challenging multi-grade
classrooms for which they have not been adequately prepared. Another significant finding was
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that students in rural communities lack access to specialist services, and the long travel times
coupled with high costs create significant delays in receiving services (Larson, 2018). Finally, it
also found that students who graduate from rural schools tend to have a more difficult transition
into post-secondary institutes than those from urban areas. Not all of the findings were negative
however, and the report mentions that there are many innovative programs being delivered in
rural schools that find unique ways to support the needs of their students (Larson, 2018). In
particular, programs that connect with local culture and/or the economy of the area are especially
effective learning experiences and they help create strong connections between students and their
communities. This is not especially surprising as it connects with theories of culturally relevant
pedagogy, which suggest that students are empowered by learning a curriculum that is strongly
connected to their context (Ladson-Billings, 1995).
The report recommends that strategies be developed to close the urban-rural gap, and that
greater support be given to schools to ensure equitable access to educational programs. It also
notes that rural schools should build on their strengths and continue to develop innovative
learning programs that emphasize place-based learning. It encourages schools to be more
systematic in these programs and closely examine the results to determine the effectiveness of
the programs and then create networks to share these programs. It also encourages rural schools
to increase supports for students to ensure that they are prepared for post-secondary, career, and
life transitions within and outside of their rural community (Larson, 2018).
Questions Emerging from the Problem of Practice
Increasing academic achievement and ensuring that students achieve their potential
requires a multifaceted approach. School connectedness is clearly tied to academic achievement
and any attempt to increase equity in student success must involve attempts to develop a school
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climate that is safe and supportive, and the development of structures that support positive
student-adult relationship (Bond et al, 2007). Accompanying these efforts, steps must also be
taken to focus teaching and learning around the learning-instruction-assessment nexus (Fullan,
2011). Within the scope of this organizational improvement plan it is not possible to discuss both
of these issues, and as such, this plan will focus exclusively on developing the learninginstruction-assessment nexus in the rural context and developing school connectedness will be
left for future inquiry. In regard to developing the learning-instruction-assessment nexus, there
are two lines of questioning that emerge, the first is connected to how data can be used to
increase academic achievement and student success, and the second is in reference to how
collaboration can best be organized to be responsive to the needs of the students.
Table 1
Guiding Questions
FOCUS AREA

EMERGING QUESTIONS

DATA USAGE

How can data-based decision making (DBDM best be utilized to
raise achievement and ensure success for all students?
How can data-based decision making (DBDM) be used in schools
with a very small cohort size?
What data is most useful in supporting students in a rural context?

COLLABORATION

How should collaboration that utilizes data be implemented to
directly support student achievement?
How should collaboration be organized in a K to 12 school?

Both provincial and district achievement data from past BESS students has varied, but it
indicates that there have been many students who have been very successful. This raises
questions about why current students are not achieving the same level of success. One potential
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reason for this is that our use of student achievement data is not strategic enough to effectively
drive our teaching practices. Datnow, Park and Kennedy-Lewis’ (2012) qualitative case study
analyzed data usage across six districts and highlighted how data-based decision making
(DBDM) could be used to improve academic achievement. These practices include leadership
focused on thoughtful use of data, developing collective responsibility, ensuring clear norms for
teacher collaboration, using data discussion protocols, and creating teacher groupings and subject
matter subcultures. From these practices, and other studies we can see the strength of DBDM is
in examining patterns of performance to identify strengths and weaknesses in individual
students, and then tailoring teaching strategies to address students individualized learning goals
(Levine & Marcus, 2009; Datnow, et al., 2012; Anderson, Leithwood, & Strauss, 2010). Though
it is unclear from the literature if DBDM makes a significant impact on all students, it does
generally indicate that students from low socio-economic backgrounds benefit from such an
approach (Stasman, Timmermans & Visscher, 2017; Anderson et al., 2010). This may be
because DBDM identifies strengths and weaknesses, but it does not indicate which interventions
teachers need to undertake. The fact that the literature on DBDM does not provide significant
evidence to support all students, is likely a result of teachers being unable to differentiate their
practice, rather than DBDM lacking impact (Faeber, Glas, & Visscher, 2018). This raises the
question then of how can DBDM best be utilized to raise achievement and ensure success for all
students at BESS? One particularly relevant question stemming from this inquiry is how can
DBDM be used in schools with very small cohort sizes? As well as what data is most useful in
supporting students in a rural context?
One of the main benefits of DBDM is the structure and focus that it provides for teacher
collaboration. In a rural school like BESS, where each classroom is multi-grade and each teacher
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is teaching more than one subject, it can be challenging to effectively collaborate, and as such,
the collaborative practices that are currently occurring at BESS may need to be optimized. The
literature on collaboration indicates that it is only relevant if it directly impacts classroom
instructional practices (Katz & Dack, 2013). Levine & Marcus (2009) make a compelling
argument that collaboration is about more than just being in the same room and discussing
students, curriculum, or some other aspect of education. Leaders need to make intentional
decisions to create structures that de-privative teaching knowledge and practices by making
sharing outside the classroom walls the norm (Katz & Dack, 2013). They also need to establish
that student success is a collective responsibility and that every adult in the building has an
important role to play (Robinson, Loyd, & Rowe, 2008). This means putting student work at the
center of collaboration with a clear focus on student outcomes (Gajda & Koliba, 2008). Datnow
et al., (2012) case study analysis illustrates how DBDM makes this possible, and specifically
highlights the role that using data discussion protocols can play in impacting student outcomes. It
also notes that data should not be limited to just standardized tests, and that context needs to play
an important role in selecting what data a school or organization is going to examine. From the
literature the question arises, how should collaboration, and especially collaboration that utilizes
data be implemented so that it can directly support student achievement at BESS? In regard to
the contextual influences at BESS, it is also relevant to ask how best to organize collaboration in
a K to 12 school with teachers who all teach different grades and/or subjects?
Leadership Focused Vision for Change
Increasing student achievement at BESS will better prepare students for life after high
school graduation and give them greater opportunity to achieve their goals. There is also strong
evidence that school connectedness and student achievement are linked, and while it is unclear

DEVELOPING INQUIRY, DATA, & EVIDENCE-INFORMED PRACTICE

21

the exact correlation of these factors it can be assumed that if student achievement goes up, there
is a good chance that school connectedness would also increase (Bryan et al, 2012). There is
also strong evidence to suggest that students who have stronger notions of school connectedness
engage in less risky behavior, have lower incidences of mental health challenges, and are less
likely to abuse substances (Bond, et al., 2007). As students enjoy school more and do better,
teacher efficacy increases and as it does, we can expect to see a commensurate increase in
teacher job satisfaction (Caprara, Barbaranelli, Steca, & Malone, 2006; Darling-Hammond,
2003; Klassen & Chiu, 2010). We can likely expect to see this increased satisfaction in the
school in the parents and community in general, and as satisfaction increases, a parallel increase
in support for the school will develop (Caprara, et al., 2006). This is particularly important in
rural schools, as the lack of resources means that community involvement is critical for
providing robust student programs. Also, since schools tend to be at the heart of rural
communities, the better the school’s students do, the better the community will do as a whole.
Increasing student achievement at BESS will require creating a greater focus on student
work and establishing structures that will allow teachers to discuss practice and increase their
capacity to be responsive to the needs of their students. For this to be effective it will need to be
a school-wide effort that will likely also require student and potentially parent involvement
(Schildkamp, 2019). Contingency theory argues that the effectiveness of a school or organization
is dependent on the fit of internal structural factors in relation to the situational factors
(Mitzenberg, 1979). When internal structural factors align with situational factors schools
become more cohesive. School leaders are positioned within contingency theory as a binding
agent that unite and motivate the school. These leaders establish a safe school environment and
are able to create achievement-orientated schools that regularly monitor teaching and its impact
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on learning (Hofman, Hofman, & Guldemond, 2001). This is similar to transformative
leadership, however in transformative leadership the focus is placed on regularly monitoring and
ensuring equity across the school (Shields, 2014). The overlap here being that there is a regular
process through which it is ensured that all students in the school achieve their potential. These
areas of focus allow the school to become tightly linked and operate as a single learning
environment rather than a loosely connected series of classrooms (Murphy, 1992). Currently,
teachers are largely working within the silos of the grade or subject they teach. There is some
overlap between teachers at the high school level and in the elementary years, but this overlap
tends to be more around school-wide activities rather than around examining student work and
being responsive to their needs. Similarly, with each teacher focused on their area of impact it is
unclear if they all share the same educational goals and ideas. There is significant evidence that
when teachers share a common vision, and a strong sense of collective efficacy that student
achievement will increase (Goddard, Hoy, & Woolfolk Hoy, 2004; Robinson et al., 2008; Hattie,
2016). Ensuring that BESS is a cohesive teaching environment will be crucial in creating the
change necessary to impact student achievement, and a key part of this will be ensuring that the
collaborative structures of the school are aligned.
Collaboration does not always have positive impacts on student outcomes, as
encapsulated by Hargreaves’ (1994) notion of contrived collegiality. Contrived collegiality is a
hierarchal form of collaboration that is restricted and compulsory, it is fixed in time and space
and seeks to arrive at predictable outcomes. It focuses on implementing the mandates and
processes of others rather than creating something new or working on initiatives with which
collaborators have a personal connection. According to Hargreaves (1994), true collaborative
cultures are spontaneous, voluntary, development-orientated, pervasive across time and space,
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and have unpredictable outcomes. Collaboration at BESS is somewhere in the middle between
contrived collegiality and a true collaborative culture. There is dedicated, compulsory
collaboration time and while the focus of this time is meant to be driven by the staff, it often
comes from initiatives developed by the district or school leadership. Many teachers however are
personally connected to these initiatives and are building these efforts through their own
initiative rather than reacting to them. Collaboration also occurs outside of these times, and
teachers have the ability to utilize resources that allow them to collaborate with some flexibility,
when and where they want. Ultimately though most of the outcomes of the collaboration process
are predictable and as Hargreaves (1994) writes “… captured, constrained and contrived by
administrators instead.” (p. 196). For collaboration to have the desired effect, and for it to be
worth the time and resources that we are putting into it, the way we will collaborate will need to
change. Teachers and school staff will need to take more control over the process and the school
leadership will need to find ways to support a process that allows for greater spontaneity and
unpredictability.
Intentionality is critical to strong collaboration (Levin & Marcus, 2009). While
Hargreaves (1994) notes that collaboration must be flexible, it still must be focused as well. In
the context of a school environment collaboration is most impactful when this focus is turned
toward student outcomes, and the impact of teaching on learning (Fullan, 2011). In the context of
BESS, this means that collaboration needs to focus on student work and that teachers operate
within structures and supports that ensure their collaboration is intentional and aligned with the
school’s goals. In this way, school leadership must find a balance between being overly
prescriptive, while also allowing teachers flexibility to explore their own areas of interest.
Currently students are at the centre of collaboration at BESS, however teachers are more often
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collaborating on events and activities for students, and not on examining student work. To make
a greater impact, and to increase academic achievement school leadership will need to build a
consensus around the centrality of student work in teacher collaboration and be clear that the
intention of our collaboration is to increase student achievement. It is only by focusing on
student work and achievement, that teachers can identify the next steps students need to take to
grow and develop (Schildkamp, 2019).
Change Drivers
To achieve these goals, multiple change drivers will need to be harnessed. At BESS, there
is a strong sense of intrinsic motivation to be a good school, but this does not always lead to actual
change. There are numerous cognitive and psychological factors that limit our ability to take the
steps necessary to improve our practice (Katz & Dack, 2013). To overcome these cognitive and
psychological factors student achievement data will be positioned as a key driver of change. In
rural schools we spend so much time with students that we can become blind to their growth, by
looking at the quantitative evidence we can avoid getting caught up in our biases and preconceived
notions and see objectively how our students are doing (Schildkamp, 2019). This is particularly
important when it comes to overcoming deficit ideologies and the oppression and racism of
lowered expectations. In other words, if we have a clear understanding of what students can do, it
is unacceptable for us to allow them to regress or not improve at a rate equal to that of their
classmates (Gorski, 2012). Similarly, by implementing protocols and inquiry frameworks we can
ensure that we are collectively taking responsibility for our students learning, and moving beyond
what we as individuals think our students are capable of doing and instead focusing collectively
on the tangible realities of what we can achieve together (Levine & Marcus, 2009). An example
of such a protocol is the class review process developed by Brownlie and King (2011). In a class
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review, the school-based team meets to build a strength-based profile of the class and develop
goals and next steps. By completing the process, teachers build a safe and responsive classroom
that identifies clear goals for the class and each student within it, as well as map out next steps for
achieving these goals.
Extrinsic forces are also driving the need for change. The British Columbia Ministry of
Education has recently revamped the curriculum and made it more open and flexible. In
conjunction with giving teachers more autonomy though, they are also seeking increased
accountability in relation to school satisfaction and student achievement from districts across BC
(BC Ministry of Education, 2019). This has resulted in our school growth plans requiring a greater
focus on student achievement data, and a more visible demonstration of how we are improving
academic achievement in general. We are being required to explicitly demonstrate that the things
we are doing are making a difference and publicizing these efforts on our school and district
websites for the public to see. This form of accountability is not always the best way to increase
academic achievement, but it is a driver of change and the pressure that the Ministry is putting on
districts to improve will likely be felt by the school leadership (Fullan, 2011). In this way school
leadership will also be an internal driver for change and due to the external push from the Ministry
and the district, will position themselves as the central change agent.
Every change movement encounters resistance, and while it has traditionally been seen as
a negative influence on change, it does not need to be positioned as such. If looked at as an
opportunity, resistance can provide useful observations on the flaws in what is being changed
(Lewis, 2019). Instead of being seen as an obstacle, resistance will be treated as valuable insight
into what is being attempted, turning resistance from a challenge to an opportunity. Resistance
often is generated from the stress of dealing with change (Robinson & Griffiths, 2005). The
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teachers at BESS will be asked to change their practices to meet the needs of students and they
will be forced out of, what for some, might be comfortable models of operation and forced to
adapt to new paradigms. This stress can be corrosive to the change process, not to mention the
health and wellness implications on the school staff. To combat the challenges of stress it will be
important to monitor the increase in staff workload, make sure that there are strong and clear
pathways for communication, and ensure that there is a strong purpose behind what is attempting
to be accomplished (Robinson & Griffiths, 2005). Students may also be resistant to change as
new assessment practices will need to be implemented to determine their needs and as they are
asked to take more responsibility for their learning. These new processes will be strange for them
and will force them to work differently than they had in the past. Again, it will be important to be
responsive to the how these changes are affecting our students and ensuring that there is a clear
understanding of why these changes are being made.
Organizational Change Readiness
To ensure that the need for change, and the push for change that will be generated by the
change drivers within the organization, will result in sustainable and effective change, BESS as
an organization needs to be ready for change to occur. Judge and Douglas (2009) identified eight
dimensions of an organization that are related to its readiness to change:
1. Trustworthy leadership – the ability of leaders to show others how to meet their
collective goals
2. Trusting Followers – the ability of followers to constructively dissent and/or willingly
follow
3. Capable Champions – the capacity of an organizations staff to support and build on
new ideas
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4. Involved Middle Management – the ability to link ideas hierarchically
5. Innovative Culture – the ability to create new ideas and activities that fit the needs of
the organization
6. Accountable Culture – the ability of the organization to achieve goals within an
allocated set of resources and timelines
7. Effective Communications – the ability to communicate vertically and horizontally
8. Systems Thinking – the ability to focus on root causes and recognize
interdependencies (p. 638)
Not all of these dimensions need to be met for an organization to be ready for change,
and context will impact the relevance of certain dimensions. For example, ‘Involved Middle
Management’ is a dimension that, because of its size is not relevant to a discussion of BESS’
readiness to change. Using these dimensions as a framework for examining BESS’ readiness to
change it is clear that the school is in a strong position to change. Having been at the school for
three years, the current school leadership has established a strong connection with the staff, and
while there is always some tension between leaders and followers in every organization, this
tension is not inhibiting the strength of the school. Due to its size, and the distributed and
democratic leadership that permeates the school, the staff of BESS is able to openly voice their
concerns and are also able to pursue their own initiatives. One area to develop would be
encouraging the staff to be more vocal about their thoughts and opinions, and provide more
constructive criticism. Where there is room here for improvement, it should be noted however
that when the staff do have concerns, these concerns are generally freely expressed in a positive
and collaborative manner. One of the greatest strengths of BESS is its innovative culture. The
school is constantly trying new things and is always looking at how it can build on its previous
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successes. There is the tendency, however, for this to result in what Sull (1999) describes as
‘active inertia,’ with lots of activity occurring but ultimately the teaching and learning at BESS
remains unchanged. One area that needs to improve at BESS is increasing accountability.
Teachers have extensive autonomy over their classrooms, and this is an important component of
teacher collective efficacy, however there is also a commitment to accountability within teacher
collective efficacy and this commitment is lacking at BESS (Fullan & Hargreaves, 2016). Linked
to this is ensuring that the school has effective communications and that information is being
shared effectively horizontally as well as vertically. Currently a variety of techniques are being
used to ensure that information is transmitted vertically, and for the most part these techniques
are working. Weekly memos are sent out to staff, calendars are posted in the office, staff room,
and online and each morning the school leaders check in with staff individually to ensure that
they know what is happening that day, as well as what is expected of them. There are a few
structures in place to help support horizontal communication, such as our monthly collaboration
time, but this is an area for growth for the organization. Increasing opportunities for both formal
and informal horizontal communication would support several of the other dimensions of
change, specifically allowing for staff members to discuss the change and through this discussion
help facilitate the change process (Lewis, 2019). The last dimension, systems thinking, is
difficult to determine. The school recognizes challenges, but it is not always clear why these
challenges are occurring. On the other hand, the school has strong relationships and works
closely with various community organizations and recognizes that the success of the students is
built on more than what happens within the school. As previously stated, examining the school
within the framework of these eight dimensions, BESS is well poised for change, it has its
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stretches, but these are outnumbered by its strengths. By leveraging these strengths effectively,
the school should be able to powerfully implement a change plan.
While the school may be ready for change that does not mean that it necessarily
recognizes the need for change. The internal and external change drivers previously discussed,
may help initiate change within the organization, but it may not be enough to get the staff to
recognize the extent of the change that needs to be initiated. Sull (1999) notes this happens
because the mental models of the organization blind them to changes that have occurred, past
practice becomes route practice and its effectiveness is not questioned, and relationships limit
change instead of enabling. To overcome these factors school leadership needs to disrupt the
groupthink that permeates the organization and develop a clear picture of the needs of the school.
This will require actively seeking dissenting views, establishing a methodical decision-making
process, ensuring there is room for open discussion and that this discussion includes informed
outsiders and experts, and avoid quick fixes, instead focusing on sustainable long-term planning
(Cawsey, Deszca, & Ingols, 2016). A major component of recognizing the need for change will
be taking the time to work with the staff to set clear goals and establishing a path for achieving
them. These goals need to be multilayered and focus on both the classroom and the school at
large. By establishing such goals an organization can foster a powerful impetus for commitment
and also a focus for mobilizing action (Cawsey et al., 2016). To ensure commitment in these
goals it will be important to take an approach similar to appreciative inquiry and look for what
the strengths of our educational program are and build from there. Furthermore, by developing
goals for the various classes and the school itself we can ensure that there is cohesion in teaching
and learning, leveraging the capacity of the school staff to meet the needs of all students.
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Chapter Conclusion
This chapter has established the context of BESS and has provided insight into the
problem of practice. Rural schools have unique systemic inequalities that need to be considered
when addressing school level challenges. Social networks within rural schools are complicated
and overlapping and as such, they must be navigated with care. This OIP examines the problem
of students not achieving their potential through the lens of transformative leadership and
positions this problem as an issue of equity. The school is ready to embrace change, and there are
both strong internal change drivers as well as powerful external change drivers that will facilitate
that process. The next chapter will outline how change will be organized, possible solutions for
change, as well as the leadership approaches that will be undertaken to execute the change.
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CHAPTER 2 – PLANNING & DEVELOPMENT
The focus of Chapter 1 was introducing the problem of practice and providing the context
as well as the leadership approach in which the problem is situated. Chapter 2 focuses on
developing a leadership framework for leading change, a critical organizational analysis, and
possible solutions to the identified problem. The chapter concludes with an examination of the
ethical considerations and challenges connected to the problem.
Leadership Approaches to Change
It is inherent in all schools to be focused on academic achievement, however often the
way that schools focus on achievement is different dependent on the context of the school. In
Preston and Barnes’ (2017) review of the literature on successful rural principals, they found two
main themes, that successful rural principals promote people-centred leadership and that they are
agents of change. The importance of context in rural school was also noted by Preston and
Barnes (2017), and as such, they identified that these themes can manifest themselves in many
different ways. At BESS the affordances and constraints of the rural context, such as the small
class and cohort size, as well as the extended amount of time that teachers work with students,
provide a unique opportunity to focus on the individual learner and personalize their learning.
Each class tends to range in size from twelve to fifteen students, and the length of time students
spend working with the same teacher is typically two to three years in the elementary and
intermediate, and three to five years in high school. In this manner the school is able to focus
intensely on the student and build both social-emotional and academic supports. The focus on the
individual and addressing their specific context aligns with the goals and purpose of
transformative leadership (Shields, 2014).
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There are many definitions of transformative leadership and how it is applied in
educational organizations. For Shields (2014), the goal of transformative leadership is to address
the systemic and contextual inequalities that exist to ensure that all students in a school achieve
their potential and succeed academically. This definition aligns strongly with the rural context
wherein there are a wide variety of inequalities that exist, especially since not all of these
inequalities stem from oppressive ideologies and instead are the result of geographic challenges.
In this manner transformative leadership challenges the school leader to move beyond the
organization into the role of a community advocate and activist (Gorski, 2018). The belief that
school leaders need to be strong advocates not just for their school but for their community at
large is also supported by research into successful rural school leaders, which has noted that
successful rural principals use their role as school leaders to leverage change in the greater
community that will embellish the education and learning opportunities at their school (Morrow,
2012).
As can be seen in Shields’ (2014) definition of transformative leadership, the focus is
more on the why than on the how. In fact, one of the strengths of transformative leadership is its
ability to draw on other leadership practices to achieve its goals. Achieving equity requires using
a diversity of strategies with the only constant being that equity is kept front and centre (Gorski,
2018). BESS as an organization is well positioned to undertake a major change initiative,
however as previously noted for change to occur effectively there needs to be an increase in the
culture of accountability, more effective horizontal communication needs to occur, and a greater
emphasis on systems thinking needs to be put in place. Caldwell et al. (2012) propose a model of
transformative leadership that is built on the perspectives of six well developed leadership
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approaches: a) transformational leadership; b) charismatic leadership; c) level 5 leadership; d)
principle-centred leadership; e) servant leadership; and f) covenantal leadership.

Figure 1: Influences of Transformative Leadership. Adapted from Caldwell, C., Dixon, R. D.,
Floyd, L. A., Chaudoin, J., Post, J., & Cheokas, G. (2012) Transformative leadership: Achieving
unparalleled excellence. Journal of Business Ethics, 109(2), 175-187. Graves, N. (2020)

Caldwell et al.’s (2012) model for transformative leadership can be used to support the change
process at BESS. Starting with charismatic and servant leadership, the rural context of BESS
positions the fostering of strong personal relationships and the prioritizing of stakeholders’ needs
as two critical components of successful change efforts. BESS already functions on strong
distributed and democratic leadership principles, and in this way ensures high levels of
motivation, and job satisfaction as seen in other studies (Lock, Budgen, & Lunay, 2012). Putting
people at the centre of the change process also increases buy-in, as well promotes collaboration
and capacity building (Ashton & Duncan, 2012; Lewis, 2019). Similarly, it can also support and
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increase communication across the organization. If done successfully, utilizing these two
perspectives in the service of transformative leadership will build support for the change process.
A key facet of transformative leadership is its emphasis on equity-informed dialogue
(Gorski, 2018). Leaders who subscribe to the principles of Level 5 leadership shun the spotlight
and give credit to others for the success of the organization (Collins, 2001). Principle-centred
leaders share a similar resolve but base their leadership practice on creating a better world based
on their ethical and moral principles (Covey, 2004). One of the most important aspects of a
successful change initiative is having a clear vision of what needs to change, why it needs to
change, and what the desired change should look like (Lewis, 2019; Mento, Jones, & Dirndorfer,
2002; Senge, 1990). As previously noted, principals have hierarchical power that allows them to
uniquely influence the values and principles of the school, however they must do this in a way
that reflects the beliefs they are trying to instill and as such, must act with humility and also
resolve. By using the principles of transformative leadership, an organizational leader can
provide a clear vision and set the philosophical underpinnings of the change initiative, and also
ensure that the organization as a whole is able to take ownership over the change process
(Caldwell et al., 2012). This will allow for the change process to be informed by the context of
the school community, filling in gaps that were overlooked by school leadership, while at the
same time allowing for ethical obligations to be emphasized through the oversight of the school
leader (Covey, 2004). Most importantly, by developing an intrinsic connection to the change
process, this ownership can increase accountability amongst staff.
Transformational leadership supports a system-wide approach that is critical in
addressing the systemic inequalities that transformative leadership is trying to overcome
(Caldwell et al, 2012). By combining this system-wide approach to belief that increased
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understanding can benefit the organization and community at large, a culture of learning and
creativity can be developed that will develop innovative and disruptive practices to challenge
oppressive ideologies, as well as systemic and contextual inequalities (Pava, 2003). A systemwide approach will be critical to addressing student achievement at BESS, as student success
extends beyond the classroom and is best addressed by a school-wide approach (Bond et al.
2007; Fullan, 2011; Leithwood, 2010). Such an approach is also important because it will allow
for teachers to see the school as a cohesive whole that extends beyond their classroom and/or
their subject. Creating this cohesive view will help teachers have a better understanding of the
vision behind the change, and also help foster the collective efficacy of the staff which will in
turn make the change more impactful (Kurz & Knight, 2004).
Creating the urgency to change is a critical part of all change initiatives. Transformative
leadership and its emphasis on equity and social justice provides a framework that commits
people to action, and converts followers into leaders (Bennis & Nanus, 2007). In doing so it
creates a moral imperative to change one’s practice, but also to extend one’s sphere of influence
to create system-wide change.
Framework for Leading Change
Change in education is an ongoing process. As Fullan (2003) notes, reform initiatives
tend to plateau after five years of implementation because the gains that have been sought, are by
that point achieved. The change that is being sought in this OIP is continuous and needs to be
responsive to the needs of the organization’s stakeholders. An iterative framework that considers
the freezing and unfreezing of the status quo and introduces new structures or ideas to address a
problem lacks the adaptability necessary to meet the changing needs of the student body. Senge’s
(1990) model of the learning organization provides a framework that supports such growth. It is
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built around four key concepts: 1) personal mastery; 2) the mental models of an organization; 3)
shared vision; and 4) team learning (p. 12). Teachers and the school staff in general, seek in their
own way to affect the potential of the organization, however it is not until these ideas are linked
through systems thinking, that the organization is turned into a learning environment that can
adapt and respond to the needs of its stakeholders. These four concepts will now be discussed in
more depth.

Figure 2: Senge’s Model of a Learning Organization. Adapted from Evans, L., Thorton, B. &
Usinger, J. (2012). Theoretical frameworks to guide school improvement. NASSP Bulletin 96(2),
154- 171, Sage Publications. Graves, N. (2020)

Personal Mastery
Senge’s (1990) notion of personal mastery refers to the discipline of reviewing and
redefining one’s personal vision and using this process to refocus our energies and evaluate the
current state of one’s being. While it is grounded in competence and skills, it goes beyond these
ideas and emphasizes the need for innovation and creativity in one’s own way of thinking and
doing. People with a high level of personal mastery share several basic characteristics: 1) they
have a special sense of purpose that informs their visions and goals; 2) they see the current
reality as an ally, not an enemy; 3) they have learned how to work with change as opposed to
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resist it; 4) they are inquisitive; and 5) they are strongly connected to those they work with but
they do not allow that to sacrifice what makes them unique (Senge, 1990 p. 142). In general,
individuals with a strong sense of personal mastery live in a continual learning mode and
embody the term life-long learner. Fostering personal mastery leads to individuals being more
committed to the growth of the organization, and who are more willing to take the initiative.
They are also more adaptable to the change that comes with growth, and while they may act in
resistance to the growth this resistance tends to be done in a positive and constructive manner
that adds to the growth of the organization, rather than tries to stop it (Senge, 1990).
Mental Models
Mental models are how an organization views the world and how it responds to what it
sees (Aşcı, Tan, & Altıntaş, 2016). They are the deeply held assumptions and generalizations that
influence how an organization makes sense of reality, both facilitating and constraining its ability
to take action. They can be simple generalizations, or complex theories, regardless they affect
what we do and two people with competing mental models can observe the same event and view
it entirely differently (Senge, 1990). Engaging in and examining the mental models of an
organization and the individuals who make up the organization, allows us to unearth hidden
assumptions and bring them out into the open. By doing so, assumptions and biases can then be
challenged and interrogated, altering our way of thinking to be more consistent with the goals of
the organization and being able to recognize the long-term patterns that exist in our organization
and the structures and thinking that produce those patterns (Aşcı et al., 2016).
Shared Vision
Nearly every framework for change involves developing a shared vision, but often these
visions are superficial and are not genuinely ingrained in the organization and its stakeholders
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(Senge, 1990). When a shared vision becomes ingrained, individuals within the organization
achieve and learn not because they are told to, but because they want to. The most powerful
shared visions are intrinsically focused and work to uplift people’s aspirations (Senge, 1990). A
shared vision changes people’s relationship with the organization and breaks down mistrust that
may exist in an organization to form a common sense of identity and shared purpose
(Tschannen-Moran & Gareis, 2015). It also allows for risk-taking and experimentation to occur
that is crucial for organizational innovation. Perhaps most importantly a powerful shared vision
provides the organization with a common goal that everyone can strive towards, and this allows
for a commitment to the long term to be fostered (Kurz & Knight, 2004).
Team Learning
Team learning, according to Senge (1990), is the ability of a team to learn and
outperform the intelligence and ability of the individuals who make up the team. It is the process
of a team becoming aligned and developing the capacity to create and achieve the desired results.
There are three critical dimensions to team learning: a need to think insightfully about complex
issues, a need for innovative and coordinated action, and a need for interaction between teams
(Fillion, Koffi, & Booto Ekionea, 2015). To achieve these dimensions, the practice of dialogue
and discussion must be mastered. Dialogue allows for creatively exploring both complex and
subtle issues, as well as the suspension of one’s own beliefs so that participants can engage in
deep listening. In discussion different views are presented and defended as the participants
search for the best plan of action to move the organization forward. When dialogue and
discussion occur in such a way to support and develop the three dimensions of team learning, an
organization functions as a whole and the energies of the individual members of the organization
work at cross purposes (Fillion et al, 2015).
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Systems Thinking
Systems thinking connects all these concepts and allows for a leader to see the patterns
and influences that connect the various component parts and allow for the system to operate
smoothly. It is our ability to understand and contemplate the whole, and how the interrelated
actions will affect the organizational outcomes (Senge, 1990). According to Hattie (2009), the
biggest impact on student achievement is teacher collective efficacy. Ross, Hoaboam-Gray, and
Gray (2004) define teacher collective efficacy as the perception of teachers and staff in a school
that their efforts as a whole will have positive effects on individual students. There are many
factors in the development of teacher collective efficacy, but it has been illustrated that school
cohesion plays a significant role (Reeves, 2008). When teachers can see how their efforts are
interrelated and are able to identify their efforts within the school system, they are more likely to
feel that positive results for students can be achieved (Mitzenberg, 1979). As such, systems
thinking is a critical component for enacting change at BESS, as a systems approach will allow
the teachers to better see how their individual efforts fit into the big picture and develop teacher
collective efficacy.
Critiques of Learning Organizations
Senge’s theory of the learning organization is not without critique. Ortenbald (2007)
notes that one of the major challenges with the model is that there are numerous interpretations
of what the term means, and how it should be applied. While there are strengths to having a
theory that can be interpreted in many ways, lack of coherence can threaten the internal
consistency of the model and also lead to a loss of confidence in the concept. Another criticism is
that Senge’s theory fails to explore and develop agency and change in regard to practice
(Caldwell, 2012). By heavily emphasizing a systems-thinking approach the role of the individual
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is downplayed and in particular the importance of change agents is diminished. As Caldwell
notes (2012), “individual social actors are simply the ‘carriers’ of higher order system learning
and adaptation” (p. 52). By downplaying agency, the power dynamics of the organization are
ignored, and it is accepted that distributed leadership will normalize power within the
organization. A final criticism, connected to the previous two, is that Senge’s theory does not
provide a practical guide to organizational learning (Grieves, 2008). The fact that there are
multiple interpretations of what a learning organization looks like can, as Ortenbald (2017)
notes, be a strength as it allows for a ‘smorgasbord model’ (p. 114) wherein the vagueness of the
model can allow for it to be contextually applied to an organization. While ignoring agency is an
issue, the power dynamics in a small school are distinctly different than those in a larger
organization and require power to be navigated consistently (Preston & Barnes, 2017). Finally, in
regard to Grieves’ (2008) criticism, while a prescriptive model of a learning organization would
be an asset, it likely would not be portable to the unique rural context of BESS.
Kotter’s Eight-Step Model
To build the structures necessary to turn BESS into an authentic learning organization
Kotter’s Eight-Step Model will be used to introduce new structures and supports. Kotter’s EightStep Model is a prescriptive process by which the status quo is softened and then a new status
quo is built up and institutionalized (Cawsey et al., 2016). The first four steps deal with
preparing for change: 1) creating a sense of urgency; 2) forming a guiding coalition; 3) creating a
vision and strategy; and 4) communicating the plan for change. The final four steps help to
accelerate and then institutionalize the change: 5) empowering stakeholders; 6) generating short
term wins; 7) consolidating gains; and 8) anchoring new approaches in the culture of the
organization (Cawsey et al., 2016, p. 160). The structure of the model is built to support the
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change process through a series of phases that can last a significant amount of time. Each of
these phases has a critical role in ensuring the success of the change process, and if there is a
mistake in any of the phases, these mistakes can have a significant impact on the momentum of
the change process (Mento, Jones & Dirndorfer, 2002). Kotter’s model, by providing procedural
recommendations and clearly identifying the desired new behaviours, builds a strong foundation
for change and allows for the incremental build-up of structures that will facilitate BESS
transformation into an authentic learning organization (Calegari, Sibley, & Turner, 2015).

Accelerating &
Institutionalizing
Change

• 8. anchor new approaches
• 7. consolidate gains
• 6. generate short term wins
• 5. empower stakeholders

Preparing &
Enabling Change

• 4. communicate the plan
• 3. create a vision and straegy
• 2. form a guiding coalition
• 1. create urgency

Figure 3: Kotter’s Eight-Step Model. Adapted from Cawsey, T.F., Deszca, G., & Ingols, C.
(2016). Organizational change: An action-oriented toolkit (3rd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
Graves, N. (2020)
Student achievement is impacted by factors within the school’s control as well as those
outside of it, and as such, a system-wide approach that is continually evolving to meet the
changing needs of the community and student body is needed (Fullan, 2011). Senge’s learning
organization provides such an approach and will provide a responsiveness that most other change
processes cannot support. Kotter’s Eight-Step Model is a strong complement to Senge’s model as
it allows for new elements to be systematically integrated into the whole, and then as these new
organizational pieces are added they can be adjusted to address the changing needs of the
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learning organization. The prescriptive nature of the model ensures that the change process is
implemented in a strategic manner, and that careful consideration is given to each stage (Calegari
et al., 2015). Change is not possible unless the recipients of that change are open and receptive to
the change. A leader can force through a new process, but actual implementation of the change
only manifests itself when those whose contexts is being changed integrate the new process into
their workflow (Jick, 1991). At BESS, Kotter’s model will lay the foundation for and be the
jumping off point through which the school is transformed into a true learning organization. As a
learning organization, the school will be able to be responsive to the needs of the students and
constantly evolving to raise expectations and increase student outcomes (Senge, 2000).
Critical Organization Analysis
To accomplish the goals of a change effort it is helpful to identify the strengths and
stretches of an organization, and in the case of this change effort identify gaps in the school that
need to be addressed so that all students can achieve their potential (Lewis, 2019). With Senge’s
learning organization as the foundation of the change initiative at BESS, this critical analysis is
as such, organized around key concepts of Senge’s Framework. While each domain of the
learning organization is discussed in isolation it is also important to recognize that they are all
connected, and each has an influence on the rest (Senge, 1990).
Organizational Analysis of Personal Mastery
Personal mastery is the process of continually clarifying what is important to us, and
continually learning how to see current reality more clearly. In BC, teachers fall under the
supervision of the Teacher Regulation Branch (TRB). The TRB sets out the standards that
teachers need to follow, one of which is that teachers engage in professional learning. Expanding
on this topic the standards state (BC Teachers’ Council, 2019), “educators develop and refine
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personal philosophies of education, teaching and learning that are informed by research, practice
and the Professional Standards for BC Educators.” (BC Teachers’ Council, 2019, p. 5). Formal
professional development for teacher occurs on seven scheduled days throughout the year, as
well as through various district-led initiatives. The professional development days are organized
by different bodies: one of the days is a provincial day, one day is dedicated to the school, two
days are determined by the district, one day is organized by our local teaching association and
the final day is co-planned by the teacher’s association and the district. While the school
leadership does have input into the various professional learning teams that occur across the
district, these days are ultimately planned by the Superintendent and the Director of Learning. At
the school level, professional learning is less formally structured and while it is a focus of the
school, it can often be derailed by emergent issues such as behavioural problems, parent
concerns, and other issues stemming from the day to day running of the school. Teachers’ also
participate in their own professional learning activities however it is difficult to determine the
extent of their participation because it is self-directed learning that occurs outside of school
hours. This variety of opportunities provides the occasion for the staff of BESS to engage in the
processes related to personal mastery, however, the amount of participation and the depth of this
participation cannot be determined. This lack of clarity is a gap in the organization that needs to
be addressed if the organization is to become a true learning organization. Senge (2000)
identifies several ways in which to support the development of personal mastery, but also notes
that no one can be forced to develop personal mastery. This is not a question of accountability
but instead about ensuring that school staff have the opportunity and capacity to develop
personal mastery. The climate of the organization needs to be attuned to emphasize these
principles and encourage its development. This can be done by ensuring a climate in which it is
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safe to share and develop one’s own vision for the organization, and wherein being committed to
the truth, and challenging the status quo is seen as the norm (Senge, 2000). Such a climate will
continually emphasize the idea that personal growth is valued by the organization and seen as a
strength, and it will also provide opportunities for staff to explore and develop their capacity as
educators. It is through this personal development and individual growth that the process of
ongoing and responsive change can be brought into the organization and support the needs of the
students.
Organizational Analysis of Mental Models
Mental models are how an individual perceives and makes sense of the world around
them, but they extend beyond the individual, and an organization can have mental models as well
(Senge, 1990). An individual’s mental models can align with the organization that they work
within, but they can also be in conflict with them, creating a situation where an individual
believes and acts one way within the organization, and another when they are outside of the
organization. The mental models at BESS are rarely examined. During the process of developing
the school growth plan, the school staff discussed the following questions:
1. What does a great school look like?
2. What does high quality teaching and learning look like?
3. What does student success look like?
4. How will we know if we are making enough of a difference?
From these questions, responses were collated and then in further discussions, they were
winnowed down to four or five positional statements. These positional statements have since
been revisited and touched upon in various meetings and discussions, however it is unclear how
deeply staff has engaged with them. The insurance carrier Hanover developed a credo that
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identified a set of operating principles to guide the process of working with mental models
(Senge, 1990). The credo emphasizes that mental models should not be imposed, and that no one
model should be privileged over the other but that they all need to be considered and tested
against challenges and opportunities that arise. The goal is not to find the best mental model
possible but to find the best one for the particular issue being dealt with at the time. The goal is
not congruency, but the process often leads to congruency (Senge, 1990). In light of this, it is
clear that BESS has begun the process of engaging in dialogue around our mental models, but
that dialogue needs to go deeper and be held more consistently.
Organizational Analysis of Shared Vision
Shared vision creates the spark that changes an organization and pushes new innovative
practices (Senge, 1990). These visions give licence to individuals and groups within the
organization to act courageously and take bold risks. A shared vision also provides guidance in
long-term planning and ensure that it is anchored to the goals of the organization (Senge, 2000).
The school growth plan and the process that was previously discussed of examining mental
models, has created a vision for the school, however it is again difficult to determine if this
vision has been internalized and is propelling the organization forward. One of the challenges of
establishing a powerful shared vision is the age and grade range that is found at the school.
Developing a vision that is comprehensive enough to speak to the needs of a kindergarten class
and a grade 12 class at the same time requires a breadth that sacrifices its depth. As a result,
ensuring that BESS has a powerful shared guiding vision faces two significant challenges: first
developing a vision that speaks to the entirety of the school, and second ensuring that all staff
commit to the vision. To build a powerful shared vision, Senge (2000) suggests encouraging the
development of personal visions among the staff and then using these to foster a bottom up
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shared vision. During this process the school leader needs to be an active participant and share
their vision, but also do so in a way that does not dominate the discussion. The resulting
discussion might not come up with a single vision, but it hopefully can arrive at multiple visions
that coexist and align around key issues. This is a time-consuming process and involves a depth
of discussion that is not occurring at BESS. Once the process of developing a vision has begun,
staff have to enroll and commit. In doing so, a leader must commit to the vision themselves and
present it in a way that is simple and honest. It also cannot be forced onto the staff; they need to
see it as a choice they can make. Perhaps most importantly is that the vision needs to be tied to a
set of ideas that answer three questions: (1) What is the future that we seek?; (2) Why do we do
what we do?; and (3) How is our vision represented in our actions? (Senge, 1990). There are
significant gaps between Senge’s process and how the shared vision is being developed at BESS.
The vision is not being forced on to the school staff, but they are also not actively being given
the choice to commit to it either. This is likely because the vision is not being tied to the teaching
and learning that is going on at the school. Senge’s three questions are not being asked and as
such, the anchoring of the vision to ideas is not occurring. For the shared vision of the school to
become a powerful force for change at the school it needs to become a lived reality and connect
it directly to the teaching and support of our students.
Organizational Analysis of Team Learning
Team learning is the process of building off the strengths of the individuals who make up
an organization (Senge, 1990). By aligning and developing the capacity of the individual
members of a team, greater goals can be achieved. It occurs when the team participates in
dialogue that provides the freedom for creative exploration, and discussion that allows for
different views to be presented and defended. It is important that these two aspects of
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communication are kept separated so that they can achieve their purpose. It is also important that
they are structured so that they can overcome the defensiveness that they tend to provoke. This
means avoiding the tendency to smooth over differences, devolve into a free-for-all of opinions,
or to fall into the pit of abstractions (Senge, 2000). Katz, Dack, and Malloy (2018) identify this
as the problem of “great discussions” (p. 78), wherein individuals come out of a meeting feeling
like they have had great positive conversations, but nothing ultimately changes as a result. One
of the key issues that causes this is the “culture of nice” (MacDonald, 2011, p.45) that tends to
exist in schools and other organizations, with no one being willing to critically challenge each
other. This challenge is not just limited to niceness though, and extends also into the way that
discussion, dialogue, and collaboration in general occurs. Hargreaves (1994) notes that most
collaborative practices fail to achieve their desired results because of what he has dubbed,
“contrived collegiality” (p. 195). Team learning, and collaborative processes are at the heart of
this OIP. BESS suffers extensively from a culture of niceness, and a strong tendency for staff
collaboration to result in ‘great discussions’ but little action. One of the reasons for this are the
issues of contrived collegiality that have been outlined previously but a lack of focused practices
plays a prominent role as well. Senge (1990) notes that team learning does not just occur, it
needs time to develop and groups need to engage in structured practice. Basic conditions for
successful dialogue practice include having all members of the team together, explaining the
expectations and norms for participating in dialogue, enforcing and explaining the enforcement
of these rules so that participants acknowledge and understand them, and providing opportunities
for team members to raise the most difficult and conflictual issues (Senge, 1990). Education is a
not a singular process, and students benefit from multiple adults who are working to support

DEVELOPING INQUIRY, DATA, & EVIDENCE-INFORMED PRACTICE

48

them (Bond et al., 2007). By fostering and developing team learning, BESS can better meet the
needs of the students by increasing the capacity of the school staff as a whole.
Organizational Analysis of Systems Thinking
While a learning organization is built on fostering personal mastery, examining mental
models, the development and enactment of a shared vision, and the collaborative power of team
learning, these various domains are all held together by systems thinking (Senge, 1990). By
ensuring that they are all connected, the affordances of each domain can build on one another
and create a powerful system that can propel change forward (Fillion et al., 2015). Furthermore,
similar to team learning, when all the component parts are working together, they build upon
each other and allow for greater risk taking, more complex innovation, and ultimately better
outcomes (Senge, 1990). Due to the nature of the position, system thinking is most easily
facilitated at the school leader level, and while the leadership philosophy of transformative
leadership privileges systems thinking especially in identifying systemic inequalities and
oppressive ideologies, theory is not always being put into practice. Stronger connections could
be made between the district professional development and what is happening in the school.
Meetings and informal professional conversations would also benefit from having more structure
and clearer learning outcomes. Perhaps most importantly the guiding vision of the school could
be more fully integrated into the school as a whole and brought more into focus when doing
school-wide planning (Kurz & Knight, 2003). Building a cohesive school environment is a
serious challenge in a small K to 12 school as most teachers are essentially departments unto
themselves, but by developing the four domains of the learning organization individuals can
develop a systems-thinking perspective. Senge (1990) notes that by fostering personal mastery
individuals will also begin to develop a sense of compassion and commitment to the whole. This,
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in turn, gives individuals a broader vision which leads to expanded goals and a stronger
alignment of their efforts. The exploration of mental models is innately tied to developing a
systems-level approach (Senge, 1990). When mental models are interrogated, hidden
assumptions are brought to the forefront, and through the participation in systems-thinking
assumptions are restructured to identify and rectify the challenges within our organization (Aşcı
et al., 2016). In this way, as mental models are explored, a commensurate change is occurring in
the way that we think. This change leads to being able to better understand and enact the
organization’s shared vision, as it unearths the organization’s current reality and allows for the
present state to be linked to the favored state of the shared vision (Kiedrowski, 2006). To move
to the favored state of the shared vision change needs to occur, and typically this is fostered by
the development of team learning. Team learning is an integral part of systems thinking, and as
team learning develops team in an organization it facilitates system thinking (Senge, 1990).
Every organization has its own complexity, and to describe this complexity a new language
needs to be developed. As individuals work together and begin to describe the complexity of
their organization a common language forms that allows them to engage in systems thinking at
the team level (Senge, 1990). This then allows for organizational change to occur efficiently and
effectively, and to be responsive to the needs of the stakeholders; in the case of BESS the everevolving needs of the students.
Solutions to the Problem of Practice
Increasing academic achievement at BESS and ensuring that there is equity in our
teaching and learning so that all students can reach their potential will need to be achieved
through a whole school reform. Socio-emotional learning, and other facets of the school like
planning for post-secondary studies will need to be a part of this reform, however such
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discussions are outside the scope of this OIP which is focused solely on the development of the
learning-instruction-assessment nexus (Fullan, 2011). Implementing structures that support and
expand on the nexus will allow us to raise the expectations for all students and be responsive to
their needs. Three structures that this nexus could be built on are identified in the following table
and then discussed in detail.
Table 2
Potential Solutions to the Problem of Practice
POTENTIAL SOLUTION
Data-Based Decision Making

An inquiry process built around collecting data and then
analyzing this data to determine the areas of need and why
phenomena is occurring.

Research-Informed Teaching
Practice

An inquiry process built around identifying areas of need in a
school and then using evidence-informed practice to address
that need.

Networked Learning
Community

An inquiry process that draws in those from like schools and
communities to increase collaboration and overcome
challenges.

Data-based Decision Making
Data-based decision making (DBDM) has had numerous permutations, but in current
practice a formative approach is taken where it is recognized that different data sources are
drawn on to continuously adapt instruction to the needs of the students. There has also been a
shift in recent years to acknowledge that decisions cannot be completely driven by data and that
context needs to be considered, and as such, the term data-informed decision making has become
popular (Coburn & Turner, 2011). For the purpose of this OIP, while it is acknowledged that
data should inform, not drive, decision making, the term data-based will be used. Numerous
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theories have been developed for the application DBDM in schools, and Brown, Schildkamp and
Hubers (2017) have consolidated these theories into five common steps:
1. Goal Setting: Educators should identify a goal they want to achieve, typically connected
to student achievement.
2. Data Collection: Educators should hypothesize theories for the current state and then
collect various forms of data connected to the phenomenon.
3. Data Analysis & Interpretation: Educators should analyze and contextualize the data to
develop an interpretation for why the phenomena is occurring.
4. Improvement Actions: From their interpretations, educators should create a plan of action
for improving student achievement.
5. Evaluation: The actions taken in step 4 should be actively monitored to evaluate their
effectiveness. (p. 157)
The strength of DBDM is that it can be built around the school’s visions and goals,
allowing for context-specific problems to be identified and addressed. This also allows for
educators to balance the hard data that they are bringing in with the values and needs of those
within the learning community, ensuring that the actions they are taking are also contextappropriate (Brown et al., 2017). Data also provides the ability to take control of change and
through the synthesis and organization of data, it can be used as a focus for the planning of
improvement strategies (Katz & Earl, 2006).
DBDM has its weaknesses as well, specifically it requires that educators are data literate
and that they have the expertise to identify and then develop solutions for a problem. This can be
significantly challenging for systemic problems, as they tend to have several different causes that
are intertwined (Brown et al., 2017). Similarly, while data is good at identifying problems it does
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not identify how those problems can be addressed to improve the current situation. Staman,
Timmerman, and Visscher (2017) found that even when teachers were trained to use data it did
not make a significant impact on student achievement, likely because they did not know how to
modify their practices to overcome the gaps that were identified.
Implementing a DBDM system at BESS would not be a resource-heavy solution. The
largest potential fiscal burden would be the development of a common data collection system.
Currently the school uses MyEd, a Learning Management System (LMS) that collects
attendance, as well as grades. It can also be used as a gradebook and a behaviour tracking
system; however, this feature is not commonly used in the school. Furthermore, this data would
likely not provide a picture that was comprehensive enough to identify context-specific
challenges and lead to context-appropriate actions. There are many LMSs that could be accessed
with a variety of costs, but at the heart of each system is a data collection and database
management. The school currently has several systems that meet these needs, however, if it
invested funds it could get a system with an easier to navigate graphic interface as well as more
built-in features. In conjunction with developing an information collection system, significant
time would also need to be spent developing staff capacity. Earl and Katz (2006) frame this
capacity around developing data literacy amongst the staff and fostering a culture of dataliteracy. Park and Datnow (2014) parallel this thinking and emphasize the need to build
instructional and data use knowledge amongst school staff. They also add that it is critical that
goals, routines, and tools be aligned to support the active use of data in schools. This means
ensuring that there is structured time for collaboration and that routines are reinforced through
the use of tools like protocols. The school already has time set aside for collaboration, and as
much as possible, teachers who work together have overlapping preparation periods. Within
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these times though, structures would need to be added that emphasize and support DBDM. The
biggest resource needed then to successfully implement DBDM would be time, and as previously
noted in a rural school where everyone is wearing multiple hats, time is at a premium.
Research-Informed Teaching Practice
As research into teaching practices has deepened, the need for teachers to engage in
research activity and in research evidence to enhance their practice has increased. Researchinformed teaching practice refers (RITP) to teacher engagement in research and while this can
take the form of ‘action research’ or ‘practitioner research’, here it is being used to describe
teachers employing existing research with the aim of increasing their impact through innovating
their current pedagogical practices. Similar to DBDM, RITP emphasizes that teaching practices
should be informed by research and not driven by it, and as such, it is critical to recognize the
context when making research-informed pedagogical decisions. There is limited evidence for
how to employ RITP in schools, but Brown (2015) suggests a Research Learning Community
(RLC) approach that is built around cycles of inquiry. In the RLC model, educators engage in
four workshops over the course of the year, with each workshop followed by an intersessional
task that allows them to utilize what they had learned in the workshops. In the first workshop,
educators focus on understanding current research as well as building capacity to recognize and
quantify their impact. This is followed by an intersessional task where they share what they have
learned, collect baseline data, and refine their inquiry question. During the next workshop
baseline data is used to develop a research-informed approach to improving practice. After this
workshop educators implement their approach and continue to collect data and share what they
have been doing. In the third workshop practices are refined and the idea of whole-school
change, as well as change tools are introduced. The accompanying intersessional task for this
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workshop involves participants engaging in a setting-wide roll-out of their initiative. The final
workshop educators examine their impact and then share out knowledge of what they learned.
This is followed by the final intersessional task where educators share out with their colleagues
their impact in the hopes of encouraging them to take up the practice as well. Whether the RLC
model is used, or another model, RITP represents a process that allows for best practices to be
responsively integrated into a learning environment to increase student outcomes (Roussea &
Gunia, 2016).
The evidence behind RITP is not well developed but studies do suggest that by engaging
in research a school can shift from superficial improvements to a learning culture in which staff
collaborate to better understand how things work and that ultimately changes practice
(Cordingley, 2013; Godfrey, 2016). One of the strengths of RITP is that it is not prescriptive and
instead allows educators to connect existing research to their practice. The changes being made
are reflective and responsive to the needs of their class. As can be seen by Brown’s (2015) RLC
model, RITP often employs facilitated discussions and protocols to help focus collaboration,
allowing for deep consideration of how existing research can be utilized in a context-specific
manner.
RITP is not without its short-comings, and one of its most significant challenges is that
the RITP process can lack vision (Brown et al., 2017). This can result in teachers overlooking the
real areas of need in their school and instead focusing on areas of their own interest. This
weakness mimics some of the challenges already present and previously noted, at BESS. Due to
the complexity of learning, educators can begin implementing change without understanding if
their new practices are addressing the wider issues that are causing their problem (Katz & Dack,
2013). This weakness is especially amplified when speaking through a transformative leadership
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lens because so many school-related issues extend out into the greater community (Gorski,
2018). Furthermore, the majority of educational research is done in urban centres so ensuring
that research reflects the rural context is also a challenge (DeYoung, 1987). A final weakness of
RITP is that it requires educators to have a sophisticated ability to engage in current educational
research, including not just the ability to read and process the research, but also to search out and
find relevant research (Brown et al., 2017).
Similar to DBDM, RITP is not necessarily a resource-heavy solution. Fiscally, the
biggest encumbrance would be in providing access to educational research. Currently, the district
does not provide access to any research databases, and while there are some resources available
through public libraries, the closest library is over 50 km away. To provide a rich resource base,
the district or school would likely have to purchase access to several educational journals or to a
research database. The exact amount needed to provide access is difficult to determine because
there are so many different options, however it would be within the school’s means. Significant
time and energy would need to be committed to RITP to implement and build capacity amongst
the staff. Biesta (2010), and McIntyre (2005) both argue that there is a difference between the
type of knowledge produced by research and that needed by teachers. To employ the knowledge
generated from research, teachers will need to transform it into pedagogical knowledge. This will
involve building capacity and scaffolding supports so teachers will be able to interpret the
literature into pedagogical knowledge and apply it in their classrooms. This type of capacity
building will take time, and similar to the practice required for developing DBDM skills it will
be an iterative process and its impact may not be immediately noticeable. BESS, however, does
have the resources currently available to implement and develop this process. The school’s
dedicated collaboration time could be aligned with RLC workshop model and there is also the
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possibility to seek district support in aligning some of the concepts behind RITP with district
professional development and the professional learning teams. Since district professional
learning incorporates Halbert and Kaser’s (2013) ‘Spirals of Inquiry’ the staff is already familiar
and experienced with inquiry.
Networked Learning Communities
As a small rural school, there is significant collaboration already occurring at BESS. This
collaboration though is not necessarily changing practice and if student outcomes are to change
than it is imperative that teacher practices change. There are many visions around how
professional learning communities (PLC) should look, and while there is no single model, there
is a consensus around key themes of impactful PLC. Examinations of powerful PLCs have
identified the following as important to their success: 1) shared values and vision; 2)
collaboration and collective inquiry; 3) focus on student learning and results; 4) individual and
collective professional learning; and 5) an emphasis on continuous improvement (Bolam et al.,
2005; DuFour & Eaker, 1998). These characteristics mirror Katz and Dack’s (2013) belief that
successful PLCs support the practice of establishing clear learning focuses for all, encourage
collaborative inquiry and are guided by both formal and informal leadership. In support of these
themes, Earl, Katz and Ben Jaafar (2009) propose the notion of networked learning communities
(NLC). At its essence, the NLC is a cluster of schools working together to enhance student
learning. It does this by connecting a school’s PLC to those in other schools and creating the
conditions for knowledge creation and sharing. From these connections the individual PLC is
strengthened, and the student outcomes that the PLC is focused on should improve. NLCs are
guided by seven key enablers: 1) purpose and focus; 2) relationships; 3) collaboration; 4)
inquiry; 5) leadership; 6) accountability; and 7) capacity building and support (p. 10). These
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enablers are built on a framework of six strands: 1) pupil learning; 2) adult learning; 3)
leadership learning; 4) organisational learning; 5) school to school learning, and; 6) network to
network learning (Earl et al., 2009, p. 20). Throughout the interactions that occur within-school
and between-school in an NLC, the school remains the focus, and the network does not work to
bypass the school, but in fact strengthening the school’s PLC (Appendix A). In this way,
connections can be built and relationships cultivated with external learning organizations,
allowing for the meso level of the school to be enhanced which will ultimately encourage
innovation and risk taking (OECD, 2013).
What teachers do in their classes has the greatest influence on student success and
academic outcomes, and since PLCs and NLCs work directly on changing classroom practices,
they provide unique opportunities to support success across the school (Hattie, 2009; Marzano,
Pickering, & Pollock, 2001). While the potential and strengths of PLCs is well noted, they are
not without their weaknesses especially when not structured appropriately. As at BESS, PLCs
have a tendency to result in contrived collegiality and do not cause significant changes in student
outcomes (Hargreaves, 1994). To ensure that they are effective, PLCs need to have
communication norms, be built on long term goals, and to be built on trust. This requires
significant time, and as such, PLCs should not be seen as a way to fix problems quickly (DuFour
& Eaker, 1998). Similarly, there are numerous cognitive blocks that inhibit an individual’s
ability to change practices, so that even when a PLC is built on a successful structure, change
may not occur because of these mental barriers. Thus, effectively implemented PLCs need to
disrupt participant’s thinking and create cognitive dissonance that forces participants to rethink
their practice. This process is extremely difficult and needs to be intentionally planned into the
process (Katz & Dack, 2013).
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Establishing an NLC and PLC is completely feasible in BESS’ current context, and there
is already significant groundwork laid to support the process. The biggest challenge, and area
that would require the most resources would be in connecting with other schools in the region.
There are not many K to 12 schools in this region, but there is overlap with some K to 10 schools
and some schools that were formerly K to 12. Within the district there is also a nearby
elementary and secondary school that BESS could network with. Another challenge would be in
finding the time to meet. The geographic distances in this region are quite vast and so finding
time that could be dedicated to an NLC would be difficult. Technology, however, may allow us
to overcome some of these challenges. The school district is also engaged in collaborative
practices. It works with other districts as well as post-secondary and community agencies to
develop and expand teacher capacity. These relationships, as well as the structures already
connecting the districts, could be built upon and provide the basic infrastructure for the NLC
model. As with DBDM and RITP, there would be some capacity building amongst staff, and
while it might be a challenge to disrupt how things are currently operating, the staff at this time
seems amenable to expanding and further developing the collaboration already occurring at the
school.
A Combination Approach
One final solution would be to create a process that combines DBDM, RITP and the NLC
models. Brown et al., (2017) suggest a model that combines DBDM and RITP, and that could
easily be incorporated into an NLC. This model which they define as Evidence-informed School
and Teacher Improvement (ESTI) has eight steps:
1. Goal Setting – Based on school context, the school team identifies a problem
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2. Identifying possible causes of the problems – teachers use local expertise and research to
identify the roots of the issue
3. Data collection – Local data that is contextually relevant is collected
4. Quality analysis – The school team evaluates the quality of the data collected
5. Drawing Conclusions – The roots of the problem are considered
6. Seeking Solutions – Based on local expertise and research, the school team puts forward
various solutions
7. Develop an action plan – Based on the local data and informed by research an action plan
is developed
8. Evaluation – Teachers engage in a cycle of trialing, refining, and evaluating the action
plan and an analysis of the impact of the action plan, sharing out the information when
and where appropriate (p. 106)
By combining DBDM and RITP in this manner BESS can benefit from the strengths of
both while also overcoming some of the weaknesses inherent in each practice (Brown et al.,
2017). This approach can also be connected and integrated into the NLC model to gain the
affordances provided by networking with other schools in the region. This approach benefits
from a systematic inquiry that is grounded in both data and in research that avoids personal
judgements and avoids personal bias. It also strongly relies on teacher’s informed judgement to
evaluate and process the data and research to increase reliability. Situating ESTI in an NLC will
make it more collaborative and allow for a deeper contextualizing of the data and research to
ensure that the action plan has support structures that can guide implementation. Furthermore, it
closely connects with the dimensions of Senge’s learning organization; fostering the
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development of personal mastery, interrogating mental models and creating a powerful shared
vision, and its ultimate goal, engaging in collaboration and team learning.
Implementing ESTI will require all the resources that are required to implement DBDM,
RITP, and NLC, however because there is significant intersection in these resources, they can be
used in such a way to achieve the overlapping needs. The various strengths and weaknesses of
the three different models will still exist, however by combining them the strengths should be
amplified and the weaknesses should be mitigated. Implementing three different solutions at the
same time will make the change process more complex, but since they are interrelated, and all
complement the larger framework of Senge’s learning organization the change process, the
complexity should be manageable.
Leadership Ethics and Organizational Change
As educators and as a school we have significant ethical obligations to our students and
the community at large. Standards 1, 2, and 7 of the professional standards for BC educators (BC
Teachers’ Council, 2019) both identify ethical responsibilities that the school leader and teachers
at BESS have in connection to student success. Standard 1 states “Educators value the success of
all students. Educators care for students and act in their best interests” (p. 5). Standard 2 states
“Educators act ethically and maintain the integrity, credibility and reputation of the profession”
(p. 5). Standard 7 states “Educators engage in professional learning” (p. 5). These are broad
standards, but they guide the practice of educators in BC and need to be reflected in and guide
educator’s practice. The focus of this OIP is to ensure that all students are successful and that
they achieve their potential; this is directly connected to standard 1. Similarly implementing any
of the possible solutions outlined in the previous section will require the educators of BESS to
engage in professional learning, directly connecting to standard 7. Action research, the process of
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engaging in systematic documentation and data gathering, self-reflection and collaboration,
requires that educators share their work and share the work of their students (Cordingley, 2013).
This process, which ESTI embodies, raises numerous ethical dilemmas and requires that
educators respect confidentiality and act ethically (Zeni, 1998); connecting to TRB standard 2. In
this way, these three standards can guide the change initiative this OIP is proposing, however
there are more ethical implications that need to be considered.
There are many frameworks for ethical leadership and practices in education. One such
example is Starratt’s framework who provides a multi-dimensional examination of ethics that
incorporates three ethical strands: 1) an ethic of care; 2) an ethic of justice; and 3) an ethic of
critique. Starratt’s model is unique in that it does not prioritize the ethic of care, but instead sees
the need for all the ethical domains to be interrelated (Ehrich, et al., 2014). In Starratt’s
framework, the ethic of care speaks to the need for leaders to place human relationships at the
centre of their practice and ensure that all voices are heard and valued. The ethic of justice
concerns leader’s responsibility to ensure that individuals are treated in a fair and equitable
manner. This means fostering an environment where democratic principles are practiced, and
community spirit is nurtured. The final ethic in Starratt’s framework is the ethic of critique, this
ethic refers to the need for leaders to critically evaluate the current policies and practices to
uncover injustice (Ehrich, et al., 2014). This means scrutinizing all organizational structures,
relationships and arrangements to ensure that there is greater equity for all stakeholders in the
school. While each of these ethics are discussed separately, they inform one another, and it
would be impossible to have one without the other.
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Ethic of Care
In any change movement it is critical for the leader of the change to prioritize the ethic of
care. This is especially true in a school context, where the explicit purpose of the organization is
to care for and nurture the growth of children. In the context of this OIP, the change that is being
implemented by the school leader and the organization as a whole is guided by this ethical
obligation. As Fullan (2003) notes it is the school leader’s moral imperative to recognize the
context and then introduce new elements into the organization to make it a better place. This is
done in support of the growth and development of the students, and to ensure that each young
person can reach their potential. This ethical obligation is also rooted in transformative
leadership, and its goal of ensuring that all students in a school reach their potential and succeed
academically (Shields, 2014). This OIP places students at the centre, however in doing so it is
requiring that the educators at BESS change their practice. The process of enacting change
creates stress and the majority of this stress will fall onto the teaching staff (Lewis, 2019). As
such, the school leader also has an ethical obligation to ensure that the staff of the school is being
supported during the change, and that steps are being taken to mitigate the stress that staff are
feeling.
Ethic of Justice
In Senge’s (1990) model of a learning organization, change is recognized to be a
collaborative process. Three of the four domains, mental models, shared vision, and team
learning are built on collaboration and democratic principles. The ethic of justice requires that
the school leader ensures that every voice is heard and that to the best of their ability the unequal
power distribution created by the hierarchical organization of the school is overcome so that
equity and equality are fostered (Ehrich, et al., 2014). This will require ensuring that there are
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structures in place that allow for individuals to voice their concerns and express their opinions,
and that these structures have clear norms established so every voice is valued and heard. In
connection to student learning, the ethic of justice aligns with the principles of transformative
leadership, and in particular aligns closely with Gorski’s (2018) notion that it is the obligation of
school leaders to ensure that they are equity literate and that they visibly and vocally embrace
equity. This ethical obligation is strongly connected to this OIP as it requires the organization to
ensure that students are provided a learning environment that enables them to develop to their
full potential and that when they leave the school they have a strong academic level but that they
also have the social skills to function as well.
Ethic of Critique
The ethic of critique can be seen through the lens of questioning and challenging the
system or through the lens of questioning and challenging teacher practice. In both cases, the
school leader has an ethical obligation to ensure that what is happening in the school is in the
best interest of the students (Ehrich, et al., 2014). This obligation also extends out into the
community at large and requires that the school leader tries to expand their sphere of influence to
overcome systemic inequalities and oppressive discourses (Gorski, 2018). In connection to this
OIP, the school leaders’ obligations are primarily focused on critiquing and challenging teacher
practices to ensure that every student is getting the supports they need to be successful. While
this is inherent in the principal’s role as the instructional leader of the school, the emphasis on
collaboration in ESTI, as well as the emphasis on collaboration in Senge’s (1990) domain of
team learning also means that this ethical obligation is extended to everybody in the
organization. This ethical obligation will be particularly relevant for the OIP as the school staff
will be working with and sharing out student data so it will be critical to ensure confidentiality.
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To do this, staff must recognize their responsibility to the students and families of the school, but
also their obligation to critique and challenge malpractice (Ehrich, et al., 2014).
The central focus of this OIP is to change the behavioural patterns of the educators in the
school so that they are more responsive to the needs of the students at BESS. In doing so, the
school staff will be put in situations that may cause them ethical dilemmas and will need to
rethink their practice. This cannot be done through forcing change but must be done by allowing
those involved to change of their own free will (Hendry, 1996). Senge’s (1990) framework for
developing a learning organization provides opportunities for the examination of and interaction
with ethical obligations and considerations. This is most explicitly done through the interrogation
of the mental models of individuals within the organization and the organization at large, but it
can also be done through the development of the shared vision (Senge, 1990). This will not
happen naturally and the ethical obligations of both the individuals and the organization will
have to be explicitly discussed. While this OIP is focused inwardly at the practice of the
educators within the school, it is framed by transformative leadership, and within this approach
to leadership there is the ethical obligation to challenge all inequality and create a system that is
ethically mandated to achieve equity (Shields, 2018). This obligation, along with the standards
that have been developed by the TRB and Starratt’s ethical framework will be a central feature of
these discussions to ensure that our efforts increase student achievement but also do so in a way
that is ethically grounded.
Conclusion
Chapter 2 identified transformative leadership as the chosen approach to guide the change
process. It also identified Senge’s model of a learning organization as well as Kotter’s Eight-Step
model as frameworks for implementing the change process. Four solutions to the problem of
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practice were suggested and examined in respect to the context of the organization. The chapter
concludes by using Starratt’s ethical framework to consider the ethical considerations and
challenges that stem from the change process. In Chapter 3, a plan for implementing, monitoring,
and communicating the organizational change process will be developed and introduced.
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CHAPTER 3 – IMPLEMENTATION, EVALUATION & COMMUNICATION
Chapter 2 ended with a discussion of the ethical considerations and challenges that apply
to the various stages in the change process. In Chapter 3 the change implementation plan, its
evaluation, and how it will be communicated are examined and explained in detail. The change
implementation plan will identify implications for stakeholders, determine necessary supports
and resources, and anticipate implementation issues. Next, the monitoring and evaluation of the
change plan is discussed with special emphasis on how the changes will be tracked, and progress
assessed. This is followed by a summarization of the plan to build awareness and how to
persuasively communicate the change plan. The chapter concludes with an examination of next
steps and future considerations.
Change Implementation Plan
Change cannot be forced upon an organization. If the process is going to be successful, it
needs to be an internalized shift that results in the new processes becoming routine. As
Woolfolk, Winne and Perry (2012), note “learning is the process through which experience
causes permanent change in knowledge or behaviour.” (p. 428). While this is in reference to the
learning of an individual, it is also applicable to organizations, especially organizations that are
built upon Senge’s (1990) model of a learning organization. In organizational terms, Rogers
(1983) proposed the idea of routinization as a way to describe when innovation and change have
become fully incorporated into the regular activities of an organization and are no longer a
separate or new idea. To accomplish this goal requires a well planned and executed change
implementation plan that has at its foundation stakeholder engagement.
BESS is a small rural school located in an engaged community. The staff of the school
are experienced and passionate about their jobs. While it lacks many of the affordances of
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schools found in an urban environment, it draws strength and innovative practices from its rural
context. As such, engaging stakeholders in deep and meaningful conversation around change is
even more important because there is relatively low turnover and most school staff spend the
majority of their careers at the school. Furthermore, because of the size of the community that
BESS is located in, there is significant stakeholder density, with school staff holding multiple
roles. This stakeholder density is not just constrained to school staff, it is a feature of the school
community at large. Finally, in his examination of math and language reforms, Reeve’s (2008)
found that significant increases in student results did not occur until the majority of the teachers
at a school implemented the new program. Ensuring that there is deep and rich stakeholder
engagement will play a pivotal role in successfully implementing change.
The focus of this OIP is to change the school into a learning organization built around an
Evidence-informed School and Teacher Improvement (ESTI) model that connects with other
schools in the region to build a Networked Learning Community (NLC). The main stakeholders
impacted by this change will be the teachers and support staff at BESS. Senge (1990) argues that
mental models are one of the core concepts that facilitate learning in an organization. Coburn
(2003) supports this notion, and notes that for educational reforms to be successful it is critical to
interrogate staff’s beliefs and confront the disconnect between what they think works and what
actually works. In practice, these beliefs manifest in the notion of collective efficacy, the belief
among educators in a school that their efforts will make a positive impact on the lives of their
students. Hattie (2009) notes that collective efficacy has the greatest impact on student learning
and as such fostering this will be a key piece in supporting the overall development of the school.
The change implementation plan has been organized around the Spirals of Inquiry (Kaser
& Halbert, 2017). The first three sections deal with preparing the organization for change and

DEVELOPING INQUIRY, DATA, & EVIDENCE-INFORMED PRACTICE

68

focusing efforts: 1) engaging stakeholders; 2) scanning and focusing; and 3) developing a hunch.
The next two sections focus on implementing initiatives built off the previous three sections: 4)
learning and taking action; and 5) connecting and expanding. These sections are followed by two
more that focus on consolidating the change and reflecting on future efforts: 6) checking to
ensure that enough of a difference has been made; 7) reviewing and moving deeper. This section
concludes by looking at the resources needed to implement the change, short-term, mid-term and
long-term goals of the change, and finally limitations of the change effort.
Engaging Stakeholders
Lewis (2019) explains that stories and frames can help shape stakeholders’ perceptions,
emotions and expectations around change. In the context of BESS, the change process will be
framed by integrating it into the annual school growth framework that the BC Ministry of
Education requires each school to complete. The overall goal of this change process is to
integrate the ESTI model into the regular routines of the school and then to extend the impact of
this model by combining it with the development of an NLC. Of our six professional
development days, the April day is dedicated to our school growth plan. On this day we will
meet with the staff as a whole to understand their perspective on how the school is doing by
discussing three questions:
1. What are our student’s strengths?
2. What are our students stretches?
3. What is one thing we could do that would impact student learning?
To help facilitate this conversation, a short presentation will be organized that will display the
most current data we have on student learning. These data sets will be positioned to challenge
preconceptions about how our students are doing and move discussion forward. The professional
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learning goals will be to develop an understanding of staff prior knowledge, establish the need to
change and develop a sense of urgency around the change process, with the outcomes being the
identification of the staff’s mentality around student learning.
Scanning & Developing a Focus
This phase of the change implementation plan focuses on determining the needs of the
learners and is used to create motivation and energy for future engagement (Timperley, Kaser, &
Halbert, 2014). In the words of Timperley et al., (2014), it is not just enough though to look at
the data on hand, “we need to get underneath the data to understand what these numbers are
actually telling us” (p. 7). This will take place over three to five staff meetings depending on how
staff react to the process and how quickly we can collect the relevant data. The first step will be
introducing the notion of progressive inquiry. This should be a fairly easy step as the Spiral of
Inquiry (Halbert & Kaser, 2013) are well known in the district, however it will be important to
really make clear the importance of each step in the protocol as well as the general need for
protocols to be carried out in their entirety. One pitfall of protocols is that often educators want
to skip steps in them as they do not see their relevance (Katz et al., 2018). This change effort
does not require high levels of fidelity throughout the entire process, but fidelity is required at
the start to ensure that initially all of the school staff are going through the same process (Lewis,
2018). In the next step, school staff will collect, share and aggregate data in literacy and
numeracy. This will be a very inclusive process with staff able to bring any data that they feel is
relevant to the discussion. Added to this data set will be ministry data such as FSA and
graduation assessment results, and district data such as our district reading and writing
assessments. From these data sets, staff will begin to identify areas of growth, and they will be
able to self-select which area that they are interested in inquiring about. This process will be
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guided by five task sheets that have been modified from similar protocols found in Katz and
Earl’s Leading Schools in a Data-Rich World (2006). In these self-selected groups, staff will also
begin to map out potential futures by discussing the following questions:
1. What is the possible future?
2. What is the probable future?
3. What is the preferred future?
Finally, they will use the results of these discussions to create hypotheses around their line of
inquiry and also to self-organize around their various interests in the hypotheses. This process
will be variable in length depending on the length of discussions and how long it will take to
gather and analyze the data. However, the hope is that by the end of the school year in June the
following will have been achieved:
-

The identification of what we need to know and why.

-

The collection of data.

-

The interrogation of data to ensure that it is worth considering and that the
limitations of the data have been clearly explicated.

-

The development of two to three areas of inquiry that support and challenge the
collective thinking of the staff and seek to improve student outcomes.

Developing a Hunch
In the scanning and focusing section, areas of need or concern were identified, and
inquiry teams formed. In the developing a hunch phase of the change implementation, the
inquiry teams expand on their hypothesis and focus in on areas that they can do something about
(Timperley et al., 2014). A key part of this is creating the conditions where the staff feels safe to
question and interrogate their own beliefs. This can be challenging as there are cognitive blocks

DEVELOPING INQUIRY, DATA, & EVIDENCE-INFORMED PRACTICE

71

and biases that inhibit individuals from really confronting their beliefs. To overcome these biases
and blocks a series of protocols will be used to guide this section (Katz & Dack, 2013). At the
start of the next school year, the goal will be to build staff capacity to analyze and incorporate
data into their practice, perform quality analysis on the data sets that the teachers are collecting
and then use these data sets to draw conclusions based on this analysis and begin to organize for
action. In a larger school district, it would be ideal to bring in an outside expert to develop the
staff’s capacity in utilizing data, however this is not possible in BESS’ district. Instead, two
books will be selected to guide and support staff’s use of data. These books are: Leading Schools
in a Data-Rich World by Earl and Katz (2006) and The Basics of Data Literacy: Helping Your
Students (and You!) Make Sense of Data by Bartley and Bowen (2013). Both of these books
provide succinct and easily digestible chapters on how data can be incorporated into the school
improvement process as well as into teacher’s individual classes. Earl and Katz’s book will be
used most extensively at the whole school level and several of the task sheets in this book will be
used as discussion protocols. Chapters from both of these books will also be presented at staff
meetings and used to establish norms and practices for implementing ESTI at BESS. From this
process and the previous work that was done, two or three PLCs will be planned and within these
groups staff will focus their inquiries and develop possible hypotheses. With a greater
understanding of data and how it can be used to support student learning, these PLCs will now
re-examine the data and use Task Sheet 1 – Questions and Data Sources (Appendix B) and Task
Sheet 2 – Determining Quality (Appendix C) to focus their conversation. Task Sheet 1 helps
educators to connect questions they have about their students to data sources, whereas Task
Sheet 2 helps educators go through a quick quality analysis to establish the validity of the data
sources and their limitations (Katz & Earl, 2006). At their next meeting, the PLCs will re-
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examine and if necessary, reform their interpretations of data based on the use of Task Sheet 3 An Interpretation Guide (Appendix D) and Task Sheet 4 – Agreeing on Interpretations
(Appendix E) from Leading Schools in a Data-Rich World (2006). Task Sheet 3 provides a
framework within which individual teachers look at the data they have selected and helps them
form interpretations of its meaning (Katz & Earl, 2006). When this task sheet is collected
teachers can share their individual interpretations using Task Sheet 4 and begin to form a
consensus around a collective interpretation (Katz & Earl, 2006). This process should be
completed by the end of the second month of the school year and achieve the following
outcomes:
-

Build staff capacity

-

Identify data that the PLC members have faith in and feel accurately represent
their learning community.

-

Interrogate data and identify large scale trends and develop clear interpretations
for what the data is telling us.

Learning and Taking Action
This is perhaps the most important phase of the change implementation effort, as this is
where teachers will acquire new knowledge and develop new skills to better support their
students (Timperley et al., 2014). Research suggests that for teacher professional learning to
impact student outcomes, it must be tied to the needs of the student body (Timperley, Wilson,
Barrar, & Fung, 2007). One of its strengths, and a central facet of ESTI is the research of
evidence-informed practices to address identified needs (Brown et al., 2017). This helps facilitate
the progressive inquiry process and also provides clear and evidence-based strategies for
supporting student success. A major challenge of working in rural schools however is the lack of
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resources and Brown Bear School District lacks research databases to support this process
(Larson, 2018). Engaging with the district leadership team, advocating for the creation of a
research database will be an ongoing goal. If the district cannot find the funds in the budget to
provide access to such a database, it may fall to the school to secure. Once a resource library
from which school staff can research solutions to address their perspective has been secured, the
PLCs will then use Task Sheet 5 (Appendix F) from Leading Schools in a Data-Rich World to
guide the development of an action plan. To accompany this action, a My Next Best Move
protocol (Appendix G) will be introduced to guide the implementation of the action plan. This
protocol is based on the Guiding Questions for Next Best Learning Move framework developed
by Katz et al. (2018) in The Intelligent, Responsive Leader. The protocol provides an incremental
approach to taking action wherein educators first identify what they need to learn to improve
their context, then identify their next step as well as metrics to determine if their next step will
work. After actions has been taken, educators use the protocol to assess what happened and then
reflect what they learned. The Guiding Questions for Next Best Learning Move framework is
aimed at school and district leadership teams, but it has been modified to support the ESTI model
and be suitable for BESS’ context. The timeframe for this step in the change process is variable.
During the initial inquiry cycle it may take a significant amount of time to complete the action
plan and begin implementing it, however each successive cycle will likely be completed quicker.
Regardless of timeframe, by the end of this step the school staff should have access to current
and relevant educational research, a common process for developing and implementing action
plans, and each PLC should be in the initial stages of implementing the action plan they
developed.
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Connecting and Expanding Practice
Schools operating in isolation can only achieve so much. As noted by the OECD (2013)
“A critical pathway to maintaining and building the dynamism and strength of the learning
environment is extending its boundaries to other learning environments, which thereby gain in
reciprocal fashion.” (p.145). By building connections with external learning organizations, the
meso level of the school is enhanced and will more strongly encourage innovation and risk
taking. As this new knowledge is created and shared it will influence practices and create new
structures to support student success (Katz et al., 2009). To this end, as change is implemented at
the school level, the school administration will also be reaching out and connecting with other
schools and education organizations in the region that share a similar context to build a
Networked Learning Community (NLC). There are several schools that BESS already has
connection to, and several meso-level structures in existence that currently foster collaboration
between educators in the region. These pre-existing relationships will be leveraged to organize a
meeting of schools in the region with the purpose to share out the inquiries that have occurred at
each site. Ideally, in the initial cycle of this process, two meetings would be held, one at the
midway point in the school year to share what the PLCs in our school communities were
inquiring about, and one at the end of the year to share out their success. If two cannot be
organized, then the end of the year celebration of learning will be organized and used to build
relationships as well as making connections for the following school year.
Checking to Ensure Enough of a Difference is Being Made
Inquiry is a muddy process and implementing innovative practices can lead to
complicated results. To ensure that efforts are making a difference, there is a need to carefully
check and evaluate the new practices that are being implemented (Timperley et al., 2014).
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Checking is also an important aspect of sustaining the change effort and ensuring there is
momentum to keep going (Cawsey et al., 2016). At the school level, the PLCs will continue to
meet as needed, with them getting together at minimum once a month to discuss progress and
work through the My Next Best Move protocol (Appendix G). In the final months of the school
year, the individual members of the PLCs will begin to collect and evaluate indicator data to
determine what has changed and by how much. This information will be shared out between the
PLCs at the school and then also with the NLC. The objective of this step is to understand what
went well and what did not go well, as well as to strengthen the collaboration amongst the NLC
by learning from one another (Katz, et al., 2009). Every year BESS sends out a survey to parents
and students to determine how they feel about learning this year. The survey will determine if the
impact of the inquiry process had a notable effect on student learning and parent perceptions of
the school’s educational program. With this information a better understanding of how students
and parents are viewing the school can be formed, and it can help address gaps in our educational
programming.
Reviewing and Moving the Inquiry Deeper
Senge’s notion of a learning organization is built around an iterative process to growth
wherein the organization is engaged in a process of reflecting and growing (Senge, 1990). This
iterative process is integral to the cycle of inquiry and data use as well, as Katz, and Earl (2006)
note:
The first picture gives you a starting point for action, but ongoing improvement requires
regular attention to the state of affairs and to changes over time to ensure that your
actions, decisions, and the allocation of resource reflect the school’s values and priorities.
(p. 101)
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This requires ensuring that ESTI is built as a dynamic system that iterates routinely, incorporates
feedback and use both internal and external constraints to shape the organization (Katz,
Sutherland, & Earl, 2002). As such, the final step of the process will combine the information
generated from the previous section with a thorough debrief of our efforts. While one of the
focuses of this OIP is to implement the ESTI model to support student success in literacy and
numeracy, and the creation of an NLC to deepen the inquiry stemming out of this model, the
ultimate goal is transforming BESS into a better learning organization. This means establishing a
cyclical inquiry process that seeks to refine and adapt to the needs of the student body (Halbert &
Kaser, 2013). The goal of the final debrief will be to strengthen the process by reflecting on our
experiences. This is a critical step in the implementation as it increases the likelihood that the
structures and practices will be institutionalized (Lewis, 2019). After going through this process
one time, the fidelity with which the change efforts were conducted can decrease and the school
staff can begin to make the practices their own. The objective of this step is to strengthen the
overall process and to increase the capacity so that each subsequent inquirer can explore the
topic with more depth and rigor. The change implementation plan is summarized in the change
implementation guide (Appendix H).
Resources
This change implementation plan requires a significant time commitment from the staff
and also requires staff to fully engage in meaningful discussion and collaboration. Outside of
time and effort, the main resources required for successful implementation will be money to
purchase access to an educational research. Currently the district has access to a single journal,
the EdCan Network. While this journal produces quality articles, the scope is limited, and it does
not address the complexity of a K to 12 school. Ideally the district would be able to provide
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access to a greater variety of sources, however if it was unable to do that, the school has the
resources available to subscribe to an educational network that could provide access to
educational research.
Short-term, Mid-term and Long-term Goals
The long-term goals of this OIP are to increase student achievement, reduce the
achievement gap, to build the school into a learning organization that adapts and responds to the
needs of its students, and to situate the school into a network of other learning communities.
These goals will have been achieved when gaps in our student achievement data are closed,
students are indicating that they are feeling fulfilled and challenged by their educational
program, and when it becomes the norm that our school engages in an ongoing process of
inquiry fueled by educational research. These goals may never be met in full as there are factors
outside our control that affect student achievement, however it is the aspirational goal that
motivates our efforts. In the short-term, the first goal that will be used to indicate that the change
implementation plan is being successfully implemented will be the development of a consensus
and commitment amongst staff that we will engage in the ESTI model of progressive inquiry and
that each staff member will engage in a PLC. After this goal has been achieved the next set of
goals will focus on developing the structures and supports necessary to achieve our long-term
goal. One of the key mid-term goals will be the development of a research database that provides
the teachers with a breadth of research that can address their inquiry. The research database also
needs to be made available in a manner that is easily accessible by the school staff such that it
does not create undue hardship for them to access and find the information that they require. A
second key mid-term goal is the introduction and successful use of discussion protocols and task
sheets. In particular, introducing the My Next Best Move discussion protocol and ensuring the
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fidelity of its implementation will be a key indicator of the success of the change effort. A final
mid-term goal will be the formation of a networked learning community amongst the community
of schools in the region around BESS. The success of this goal will be determined by whether or
not other schools in the region agree to meet as well as the setting of a time and place or medium
in which to meet.
Limitations and Areas of Challenge
Education organizations in rural contexts face challenges that those in an urban context
do not face. In BC, these challenges range from difficulty recruiting and retaining teachers, a
lack of resources including a lack of classroom support and specialist teachers, to school
structures that are falling apart (Larson, 2018). This change implementation plan attempts to
mitigate these challenges by building on and maximizing structures that are already in place
within the school and limiting the outside resources needed for success, however some
challenges cannot be overcome in this manner. As noted, Reeves (2008) states that for
implementation of reform efforts to be successful they need approximately 90% uptake by
school staff. For BESS to meet this threshold, essentially the entire school needs to adopt and
fully commit to the change effort as the staff size is so small that if more than one person
dissents the threshold will not be met. As such, ensuring staff commitment is an area of
challenge and could limit the impact. Rural schools and communities lack the resources of urban
ones, and while the change being implemented is not overly resource heavy, in an urban context
the access to more resources would allow for an expansion of the efforts and more resources
could be drawn in to support the goals of the project. Similarly, the building out of a strong NLC
would be much easier, and it could also include learning communities outside of the public
school system.
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Monitoring and Evaluation
Implementing a change process to improve student outcomes requires a responsive
approach that is recursive and builds on the strengths of the learning environment. Part of this is
addressing systemic inequalities that may exist and ensuring that equity is a central facet of the
school (Gorski, 2018). Another part, and one that requires more adaptability is creating a system
that is constantly adapting to the needs of the students. Different approaches need to be taken to
evaluate the success of these two areas, but at the heart both approaches require the leadership to
observe, interpret, and intervene (Heifetz et al., 2009). It is beyond the scope of this paper to
evaluate all aspects of equity in the school; however, it is possible to examine equity in student
achievement. Failure to close the achievement gap however should not be viewed as a failure of
this change initiative. Student achievement is linked to a multitude of factors and should
probably be more accurately named the opportunity gap (Bond et al, 2007; Gorksi, 2018). For
this reason, it is important to look beyond student achievement data. As Cawsey et al. (2016)
note it is important that change assessment leaders incorporate a variety of data sources into their
evaluation and monitoring, and that these sources provide both formal and informal evidence.
Due to the nature of this OIP the three main sources utilized will be student achievement data,
staff perceptions, and student perceptions.
Student achievement data
The focus of this OIP is to increase student achievement and ensure that our educational
program is providing equitable supports. One of the main determinants that will be used to
monitor and evaluate the success of the change program will be student assessment data. One of
the challenges of using data to evaluate and measure the success of an initiative is the sheer
abundance of data available to schools (Datnow & Park, 2014). At BESS there are two major
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streams of data that we have access to, standardized assessments and classroom assessments.
There are strengths and weaknesses to both data sets. For example, standardized assessments
occur less frequently than classroom assessments and as such, are more useful in a longitudinal
analysis. Classroom assessments on the other hand occur frequently but can lack the rigor and
comparability of standardized assessments. To provide a balanced approach both types of
assessments will be used to monitor and evaluate the success of the change implementation plan.
This examination will look for a decrease in the achievement gap and increase in student
outcomes.
Students in BC participate in four different standardized assessments, the Foundational
Skills Assessment is written in October and November by students in grade 4 and grade 7 and
assesses literacy and numeracy. A graduation literacy and numeracy assessment are written
during grade 10 and 12 (BC Ministry of Education, n.d.). These four assessments provide an
objective look at how the students in our school are doing, but because they are written annually
it is difficult to use them to assess the short-term impact of the change efforts. The school also
does district literacy assessments three times a year, one in September/October, one in
January/February, and one in May. These assessments generate systems level data that, outside
of classroom evidence, provides us the clearest indicators of how our students are doing over the
course of the year. Achievement data from the Ministry is accessible since the inception of the
assessments, and district level data goes back seven years allowing for this data to be examined
longitudinally. The Ministry of Education requires that every school conducts a student learning
survey that asks students questions about their wellbeing and also about their opinions around
their learning. Similarly, students in grade 4 and 7 complete the Middle Years Development
Instrument survey which focuses on their wellness and also captures students’ attitudes towards
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their school and learning within the school (Schonert-Reichl, Guhn, Gadermann, Hymel, Sweiss,
& Hertzman, 2012).
By measuring and evaluating achievement data as well as attitudes it is possible to
determine if efforts are having the desired impact. Due to the size of BESS, the school has an
incredibly small sample size making it difficult to see large trends. This constraint, though, can
be turned into an affordance by examining this data longitudinally and keeping track of
individual student growth (Earl & Katz, 2006). Furthermore, while standardized data is useful,
collecting and analyzing classroom evidence will provide a more responsive analysis to
determine if the PLC’s inquiries are impacting student growth (Datnow & Park, 2014). BESS
conducts class reviews three times a year and teachers are asked to bring evidence of their class’
strengths and interests as well as assessments of their class’ literacy and numeracy achievement.
From this evidence, trends can be identified and class as well as student goals developed. With a
focus on strengths and using data for inquiry into the needs of the students, class reviews are
closely aligned to the purpose and goals of ESTI and will be easily integrated into the model
(Brownlie & King, 2011). Using classroom evidence, and specifically evidence that is more
closely tied to the inquiries the school staff are pursuing, will give a clearer picture of whether or
not the change being implemented is achieving the desired impact.
Staff Perceptions
This change initiative is built around increasing the staff’s collective efficacy and
supporting the development of responsive classrooms that adapt to the needs of our students.
Developing collective efficacy has been demonstrated to have one of the largest impacts on
student learning (Hattie, 2009). Doing so requires creating mastery movements, providing
opportunities for vicarious learning and persuading the school staff they have what it takes to be
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successful (Donohoo & Katz, 2020). Ultimately, the success of this effort will be based on staff
engagement and buy-in to the process. Resistance is present in any change effort, so the mere
fact that there is resistance should not be looked at as a negative indicator (Lewis, 2019).
Monitoring staff perceptions will occur both formally and informally and will attempt to
determine if the staff are confident in what they are doing, as well as whether or not they believe
that what they are doing will have an impact on student success. This involves deeply examining
the mental models that exist individually as well as in the organization as a whole, but also
carefully considering teachers engagement with the change process (Senge, 1990; Heath &
Heath, 2010). This engagement will also examine how the behaviour of the school staff is
changing over time, as transformational shifts in educators’ beliefs and practices are the clearest
indicators that deep learning has occurred (Coburn, 2003).
There are several formal communication structures that already exist within the school
and that are used to address housekeeping issues, pass on relevant educational research and to
keep school staff informed about what is happening in the school community (Klein, 1996).
Each week the school leadership sends out an email that outlines what is happening in the school
community. This email is also used to pass on educational research that may be of interest to the
school staff or is related to the goals identified in the school growth plan. Emails are useful
because they provide a regular source of easily accessible relevant information, however they are
only effective if they are read by staff. For this reason, while they provide information to the
school staff it cannot be assumed that the contents of these emails are fully digested. Another
formal communication structure that will be utilized to measure and evaluate the change
implementation process are the formal staff meetings that occur bi-monthly. These meetings
provide opportunities for responsive communication that can utilize both push and pull tactics to
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influence and adapt the message depending on what is needed (Fable & Yukl, 1992). While faceto-face discussion provides the best opportunity to ask questions and probe deeper into staff’s
responses, not everyone may feel comfortable sharing their actual opinion in a group setting
(Lewis, 2019). To provide opportunities for staff to provide their honest feelings on the change
efforts two anonymous surveys will be conducted. One will occur in the early stages of the
process and then the second will occur about two-thirds through the school year. This survey will
focus on three aspects of the change process communication, stress levels, and capacity (Lewis,
Laster, & Kulkarni, 2013). Teachers will also be progressing through various structured
discussions using different task sheets and discussion protocols. The results of these discussions
will be monitored to determine the depth of the staff’s inquiry as well as to ensure that they are
accessing the resources needed to achieve their goals. These formal assessments will give insight
into how the staff are adapting to the change process and also identify any gaps that need to be
addressed (Klein, 1996). In particular, this will give critical insights into determining whether
efforts are achieving the success criteria that are guiding the process.
Informal communications will also play a critical role in evaluating and monitoring the
change efforts. Face-to-face communication is the most effective way to communicate out
critical messages and allows for two-way communication (Cawsey et al., 2016). It is also the
most effective measure for checking in on staff to ensure their wellbeing and to identify early on
areas that may become bigger concerns later (Lewis et al., 2013). Every morning the school
leadership walks through the school and speaks with each member of the school staff to ask how
they are doing, discuss any important information that they might need for the day, and to also
address any questions they might have. This communication will continue throughout the change
implementation process and a greater focus will be placed on understanding staff’s feelings
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towards the utilization of the ESTI model to support their students, areas that they are feeling are
strengths and areas that are currently stretches, as well as anecdotal evidence of how these efforts
are supporting student achievement.
Student Perceptions
Student efficacy plays a significant role in student achievement, and as such, measuring
and evaluating the success of the change implementation plan needs to include an evaluation of
whether student perceptions around their feelings toward school have changed (Pajares, &
Miller, 2018). Informal conversations will occur to develop anecdotal evidence to determine how
our students are feeling about their learning, and as previously indicated the MDI and Ministry of
Education’s Student Learning Survey will also give us insight into student efficacy and whether
or not it is increasing. More directly, we will also conduct a survey of our students to inquire
specifically about whether they feel they are being sufficiently challenged, whether they are
receiving the support they need to be successful, and what obstacles they feel they are
encountering that is limiting their ability to be more successful. The use of survey data raises
ethical concerns related to the collection and storage of information as well as to the how the
results are being used. Both the MDI and BC Ministry of Education’s Student Learning Survey
are surveys that the school district and the BC Ministry of Education requires schools to conduct
each year, and the results are publicly reported according to their regulations. The locally
developed survey is implemented by the school and the data generated is stored locally. When
conducting these surveys, it is critical that the school staff examines them through the ethic of
critique and ensure that they are being conducted in the best interest of the students (Ehrich, et
al., 2014). Similarly, as confidential information is being handled, it is critical that educators
respect confidentiality and act ethically (Zeni, 1998). These ethical obligations raise questions
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about the value of implementing the surveys, however the ethic of care establishes the moral
imperative for educators to always be attempting to improve students’ learning and this driving
force is the main motivating factor in conducting the surveys (Fullan, 2011; Ehrich et al., 2014).
Communicating the Need for Change
Building awareness is a critical step in supporting organizational change. Ensuring that
stakeholders are consulted and that they are in support of the changes being implemented
increases the chances that the changes are implemented successfully and also that they are
institutionalized (Armenakis, Harris & Field, 1999). It also increases the opportunities for the
implementation process to be refined and expanded through collaboration, and through resistance
that may emerge.
One of the challenges of a rural context is that there is high stakeholder density. For
example, members of staff are also parents of children, as well as being members of various
community societies. This density means that while messages can be targeted for specific
audiences there also needs to be a high level of congruence between these messages and that they
cannot hold contradictory messaging (Lewis, 2019). In this regard, communicating the need for
change has been framed around teachers at BESS, partner schools and the district as a whole, as
well as BESS’ parent and student body.
Framing Change Amongst Teachers at BESS
The main stakeholder who will be impacted by the change process will be the school staff
and as such, they will be the main focus for communicating the plan for change. It will be critical
to build sufficient awareness around the need for change so that staff is motivated to fully
embrace the change (Lewis, 2019). The process of building awareness will begin with framing

DEVELOPING INQUIRY, DATA, & EVIDENCE-INFORMED PRACTICE

86

the change desired by establishing a clear starting point and identifying the guiding principles
behind our efforts. Currently, BESS has access to a variety of data that shows that learning in the
school is plateauing around grade 6 and 7, with the initial trends of plateauing starting to be seen
in grade 4. This plateauing is represented by a decline in our district and provincial assessments
and particularly noted by a decrease in the number of students who are exceeding expectations.
The district has already created visual representations of this data, and while the staff of BESS
has seen this data, a thorough discussion has not occurred around their interpretations of what the
data is saying. The first step in building awareness then will focus on gathering the staff to
collectively examine and discuss their interpretations of what they believe the data is saying. A
significant challenge that exists in engaging teachers in discussions around data is their distrust
that the data fairly represents their students and their school (Katz & Earl, 2006). Another fear
that tends to be exhibited when discussions of data occur in schools is that the data will be used
to hold teachers accountable for the efforts of their students (Datnow et al., 2013). As such, it
will be important to establish at this time the norms and rationale for why we are integrating data
into our school decision making, and to establish that our efforts are not focused on the
individual but on the collective efforts of the school staff (Datnow & Park, 2014). While it may
be convenient to shy away from accountability, doing so would be unprofessional and instead it
is critical that we embrace accountability as a measure to keep us responsive to the needs of our
students. As Katz and Earl (2006) note:
educational leaders and school staffs who are committed to professional accountability
and making informed professional judgements think of accountability not as a static
numerical accounting but as a conversation using data to stimulate discussion, challenge
ideas, rethink directions, and monitor progress, providing an ongoing image of their
school as it changes, progresses, stalls, regroups, and moves forward again. (p. 13)
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It will also be important to broaden the discussion around data and help the staff recognize that
using data does not need to be a technical or mechanical process that removes teacher autonomy
and personal experience. Instead it needs to be clearly established that effective use of data draws
on personal views but also systematically captures information from the organization as a whole
(Datnow & Park, 2014). To do this, two questions will be used to guide the initial discussion:
1. What does this data tell us about our school?
2. Do we think this data accurately represents our school? If so, what is it telling us and
if not, what is the data failing to capture?
The goal of these two questions is to develop a common understanding of how district data is
representing our school and student achievement within it, and to start build trust in the data in
general. At this time, the collective norms of data will also be integrated into the conversation,
ensuring that staff recognizes that this process is about engaging in new learning, individual and
collectively, so that they can take charge of the change that is needed for their students to be
successful.
Another fear that comes up when discussing data with teachers is fear around their
capacity to interact and utilize data (Datnow & Park, 2014; Katz & Earl, 2006). When data is
introduced into a school context, it often becomes the focal point of change efforts with teachers
trying to teach to the data (Datnow et al., 2013). This takes a sophisticated understanding of how
to read student achievement data, and an even more sophisticated understanding of how to
respond to data (Faber et al., 2018). Many teachers do not have the capacity to utilize data in
such a manner, and many rural schools, including BESS, do not have the ability to build that
capacity. Even when teachers are explicitly trained to use data in this manner, it has proven to be
ineffective, and ultimately does not impact student learning in a significant manner (Staman et
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al., 2017). It will be critical to frame data usage in the early stages in such a way that teachers do
not get bogged down in fears around capacity to engage with data, but instead see it as a lens
through which to ask questions. As Katz and Earl (2006) state:
one of the first things that teams discover when they begin to work with a range of data is
that different sources of data may lead to different conclusions. There are rarely obvious
and dramatic findings. Instead a composite picture emerges as they talk about and think
about what the data may represent. (p. 87)
It is not about using the data to lead the conversation, it is about using the data to generate
questions that become the grounds for discussion and inquiry.
While the staff at BESS is keen to engage, there is likely to be resistance to the change.
Resistance is not necessarily generated from push back against the idea but can often stem from
the fear of change and the stress that accompanies it (Lewis et al., 2013). Questions that may
emerge during our discussion will likely focus around mistrust of data, and on the need to focus
on the socio-emotional learning of our students. The guiding questions from the discussion try to
pre-empt challenges to the data by asking staff to bring other forms of data to the table.
Educators engage in extensive data sets throughout the day and while they might not recognize
it, they are responsive to this data. The efforts of this change initiative are focused on
systematically collecting that data and using it to guide inquiry within the school. It is not
attempting to privilege one form of data over another and as such, this question hopefully can be
addressed by asking the staff to bring their own data to the table. In regard to the belief that the
focus should be placed on the socio-emotional learning of the students over the academic focus,
it will be critical to help staff recognize that these two things are linked and that they must be
addressed in conjunction with one another rather than separately (Oberle et al., 2014). The effort
to engage in the inquiry process around student achievement does not preclude inquiry around
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student’s socio-emotional wellbeing, and in fact this inquiry should likely be linked, however
that linkage is beyond the scope of this OIP.
Framing Change at Partner Schools and Districts
A powerful change vision clearly communicates the road ahead and explains the purpose
of the change as well as provides support and direction for action (Cawsey et al., 2016). The
major focus of this OIP is implementing the Evidence-informed School and Teacher
Improvement (ESTI) model to develop an inquiry model built on using student data as well as
research-based practices. The change implementation plan also however extends this model by
connecting our learning community with others in the region. The educators at BESS already
engage with other learning communities both inside and outside the district, however these
interactions are not done in an organized or systematic manner. Instead they tend to occur in oneoff events. Framing the introduction of a networked learning community within the school will
mean clearly establishing the benefits of NLCs and how they can be used to facilitate deeper
learning at the school level (Cawsey et al., 2016). One of the more significant challenges of this
process will be forming the connections with other schools and encouraging their PLCs to take
part in the NLC process. This will be a twofold process where first school administrators and
district staff will need to be sold on the idea, and then it will need to be taken to the teacher level.
For school administrators and district staff, it will be essential to frame the NLC process as a
benefit to students and as a way to increase teacher engagement and satisfaction. Research shows
that engaging in NLCs increases the effectiveness of PLCs and that effective PLCs increase
teacher satisfaction and lead to higher student achievement (Katz et al., 2009). Framing the
process for teachers will involve focusing on the opportunity for collaboration and interaction
with their colleagues. Collaboration has been shown as a way to increase teacher job satisfaction
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and also to mitigate the stress that accompanies the profession (Reeves, Pun, & Chung, 2017)
Connecting these benefits with the benefits to their students will provide significant leverage to
encourage them to participate in the NLC.
Framing Change amongst Parents and Students
While this change initiative has its greatest impact on school staff, it will also be
important to engage parents and students in discussions around our efforts. It is difficult to
recognize how students will be impacted by this change initiative as inquiry is not a linear
process, but it is likely that students will see an increase in the systematic collection of student
achievement data and be asked to engage in new learning structures. Similarly, while parents will
be the least impacted group, they too will see a change in the way that learning has occurred at
BESS in the past and may have concerns about how their child’s data is being used, collected
and shared. In general, this may lead to feelings of ambivalence among these stakeholder groups
and while ambivalence is not inherently negative it does tend to generate discomfort for people
and cause them to seek resolution for their feelings (Piderit, 2000). As such, framing the change
process for both of these stakeholder groups will be an important step in ensuring the smooth
implementation of the ESTI model and the inquiry process in general. As with other stakeholder
groups, the most critical step will be developing a clear rationale for what we are trying to
accomplish, and how we are using data as a lever to create a more responsive learning
environment (Cawsey et al., 2016). This will mean focusing on helping stakeholders make sense
of the change that is occurring and listening for information that may be helpful in achieving the
change (Simoes & Esposito, 2014). For students this will be done through various class
discussions and through the process of helping them develop the skills necessary to interrogate
and inquire about their own data. BESS already uses reflective practices extensively and in many
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ways the change that is being implemented is a natural outgrowth of these efforts. For parents as
well, it will be important to provide a rationale for what our efforts are trying to accomplish and
to connect it directly to their child’s learning experience. Parents may be concerned that the
school is becoming ‘test driven’ and as such, it will be necessary to ensure them that the data we
are collecting is not just from standardized assessments, and represents a change in how we are
collecting data more so than in how we are assessing learning outcomes.
Communicating the Change Process
Once awareness has been built it will also be important to maintain communication and
also to mark the significant milestones in the change process. Clear communication is critical for
the success of any change initiative, and also helps alleviate the stress that accompanies change
(Lewis et al., 2013). The messaging for the change process at BESS will be built around
frequency, hierarchy and relevancy. It has been shown that repeated messaging is more likely to
increase retention of the message being communicated so it will be critical that messages are
delivered frequently and in multiple formats (Dansereau & Markham, 1987). Who the message is
coming from is also a critical component of successful communication and as such, efforts will
be made to cultivate both formal and informal leaders (Kiesler & Mirson, 1975). It will be
especially critical for challenging messages to be presented in a face-to-face open discussion, and
for these discussions to be led by formal leaders and supported by a guiding coalition of informal
leaders (Klein, 1996). Finally, it will be important to ensure that the messaging is also relevant to
the individuals are not overloaded with extraneous information (Pincus, 1986). BESS has several
structures already in place that can be utilized for messaging as well as for engaging in
discussion around implementing the ESTI model. These structures will continue to be utilized;
however, their usage patterns may differ, and their structure may require minor modifications to
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meet the needs supporting this change. The five structures that will be used to communicate the
change effort are now discussed, they are as follows: 1) weekly update email; 2) face-to-face
conversations; 3) staff meetings; 4) collaboration days; and 5) school-based team meetings.
Weekly Update Email
One of the main mediums of communication is the weekly update email that is sent to all
staff on the Sunday before the school week starts. This email communicates all the activities that
are going to occur in the school that week and also passes on relevant research or educational
news that connects to the school growth plan. This medium is useful for getting out key
information to staff, however its usefulness is dependent on staff reading it, and as such, it is not
guaranteed that information is disseminated (Cawsey et al., 2016). Its role in the change process
will be in passing on key dates for meetings, links to relevant research, and general information
for coordinating and organizing staff.
Face-to-Face Conversations
With a small staff, and a staff that are not extensive technology users, face-to-face
meetings and discussions are frequently used to check in, but also to pass on key information.
They are very effective in communicating ideas, but they consume a lot of time to conduct and
while they can provide information in depth, they are not the best medium for communicating
multiple pieces of information (Lewis, 2019). Face-to-face check-ins are used frequently
throughout the day for several reasons, in connection to implementing the ESTI model they will
be used to monitor stress levels, interpret any resistance that is developing, and to expand key
ideas as well as clarifying expectations around what needs to be done.
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Staff Meetings
In a K to 12 school staff have very diverse needs and as such, organizing relevant staff
meetings can be challenging. BESS has had various configurations for meetings, and at this point
have found that a combination of whole-school and grade-specific meetings are most effective.
These meetings are very useful for communicating ideas and generating discussion; however,
they require staff to stay later after school and if they occur too frequently can lead to staff burn
out (Levine & Marcus, 2010). They will be used in the change process to support the
implementation of the ESTI model, helping staff understand the process and also providing them
time to implement their inquiry.
Collaboration Days
Eight times a year, BESS ends the day an hour early so that staff can collaborate. This
allows for in depth conversations around key topics while also not burning out the staff. These
days build on the affordances of our staff meetings and give extra time to go deep into discussion
and inquiry (Levine & Marcus, 2010). They will be used as the central opportunities to push the
inquiries forward.
School-Based Team Meeting (SBTM)
When a teacher notices a student struggling, they call a SBTM. They bring together all of
the staff members involved with a student to tackle emergent issues and put in place wrap around
supports. As they are not a regular structure for meeting, they cannot be used to coordinate the
implementation of the change efforts, but they can be used to support and expand on issues that
may arises during discussions around the needs of the students. They are also a venue where the
work being done in the inquiry teams can be implemented in a manner tied to student need.
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Celebrating Milestones
Building on and celebrating small victories is one of the key steps in Kotter’s Eight-Step
model. Celebrating milestones allows people to understand the progress that is made, and the
next steps needed for success (Cawsey et al., 2016). It also allows for the framing of the change
efforts and the managing of meaning (Lewis, 2019). This process allows leaders to control
interpretations, increase excitement and motivation, and also help re-focus resistance (Fiss &
Zajac, 2006). While the main focus of celebrating milestones is to help control and facilitate
internal aspects of the change process, it also allows for successes to be communicated to the
public and other key stakeholders as well as mitigating rumors (Goodman & Tuss, 2004). In
implementing this OIP there are a combination of formal, and informal ways that small victories
will be celebrated and that milestones will be recognized.
Informal Celebrations
The PLC model is built on sharing and celebrating learning in the school community. It
will act as a mechanism for communicating the efforts of the inquiry groups both internally and
externally. To help facilitate this sharing each inquiry team will have a bulletin board in the staff
room to communicate what they are trying to accomplish and to share their achievements. This
will allow the inquiry teams to see what each other are doing without requiring a structured
sharing process, and will also allow individuals who come to BESS to also get a glimpse around
the inquiry questions the staff are pursuing and their rationale for pursuing their inquiry areas.
The weekly email update will also provide another opportunity to share the efforts of the inquiry
groups, and to recognize significant milestones in the process. In this way, through increased
communication, we can leverage the small victories that are being achieved to encourage and
motivate staff as the encounter both highs and lows. It also allows us to communicate clearly
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approaching milestones and shape the discussion around what the success criteria around what
those milestones will look like (Cawsey et al., 2016).
Formal Celebrations
While it is important to look within the organization and recognize achievements, it is
also important to look outward and proudly share the hard work that has led to an achievement
being accomplished (Cawsey et al., 2016). By linking the school’s PLCs with those in similar
contexts, a perfect medium is created to share and recognize milestones. The NLC model is
predicated on the sharing and celebration of each other’s achievement, through this sharing new
paths of inquiry can be identified, and current paths can be deepened (Katz et al., 2009). Perhaps
most importantly though, the learning and efforts that the inquiry teams have pursued can be
recognized. The hope of this OIP is that two meetings will be scheduled between the various
PLCs that will be taking part in the NLC. Over time, the number of meetings may expand, and,
with the use of video conferencing technology, become more frequent. The first meeting will
focus on celebrating the inquiry questions that are driving each PLC, however because each PLC
will be in a different place in their journey, a significant chunk of the meeting will be a
celebration of the PLCs coming together. The second meeting will focus on sharing what the
individual PLCs have accomplished throughout the year, and the results of their inquiry. This
will be a significant milestone as it will mark the completion of the first iteration of the inquiry
process. It will also be an opportunity to begin to think about the future growth of the NLC, as
well as next steps that the individual PLCs want to undertake.
Next Steps and Future Considerations
Supporting student achievement and increasing equity across the learning environment
necessitates a multi-faceted effort. This OIP focuses on developing BESS into a learning
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organization that can respond to the changing needs of the student body. In other words, this OIP
focuses on the learning that is occurring in the school, but not on the social emotional aspects of
the school environment. A high level of school connectedness is a strong predictor of student
achievement, and while this OIP touches on the needs of the student it does not focus on
developing or strengthen school connectedness amongst the students of BESS and this is
certainly an area for future considerations (Bond et al., 2007).
BESS has two data sets related to school connectedness; the MDI survey results as well as
the Student Learning Survey. Due to the small cohort sizes that take these surveys it is unclear
the level of school connectedness at BESS, however anecdotal reports and general observations
of the student body suggest that the students who are struggling seem to be disconnected from
adults in the building. Bond et al. (2007) note that a strong indicator of school connectedness can
be identified by student’s ability to identify adults in their school who believe they will be a
success. Halbert and Kaser (2013), building on work done by Hattie and Timperley (2007),
developed a set of questions to ask students about their learning experience. Hattie and
Timperley (2007) were focused on developing assessment capable students and helping them
understand where they were in the learning process. Adding to this Halbert and Kaser (2013)
wanted to connect these questions also to school connectedness and recognized its importance in
the learning process. The four questions that were developed and became a focus of Halbert and
Kaser’s (2013) are:
1. Can you name TWO adults in this school who believe you will be a success in life?
2. Where are you going with your learning?
3. How are you doing?
4. Where to next? (p. 20)
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These questions connect both the actual process of learning with the social context in which the
students are going to school. Research has shown that in rural schools, the social impact can have
an even more profound impact than in urban schools (Karche & Laurel, 2005). This can likely be
attributed to the small cohort sizes that occur in the rural context, but likely also stems from the
cultural context of the community as well. Getting a better understanding of students’
connectedness to the school, and to the community at large may allow us to identify students
who are at risk and also identify students who are not reaching their full potential (Oberle et al.,
2014).
Linked to school connectedness is the impact of academic planning and guidance
counselling to increase student engagement and motivation. Research in rural communities has
shown that in both areas that experience high levels of poverty and those that experience low
levels of poverty, rural students tend to receive less academic advising than students in urban
settings (Irvin et al., 2011). This same research has also shown that increasing academic advising
and guidance counselling can lead to significant improvements in students’ academic outcomes
and lead to more successful transitions to post-secondary. As noted by Irvin et al., (2011)
“engaging in postsecondary preparation activities also predicted higher educational aspirations
across rural youth and from high- and low-poverty communities” (p. 1237). The major focus of
this OIP is creating an educational environment that responds to the needs of the students and
does so in such a way to constantly push them to be their best, however part of that is predicated
on them pushing themselves. If that is not happening it will be important to examine why the
students are lacking the motivation necessary to achieve their potential, and a major reason for
that may be due to the fact that they do not see the value in doing so.
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Hoffman et al., (2017) write in their examination of rural students in Appalachian Ohio,
that “to improve academic and developmental outcomes, it is important for rural schools to
understand the school experiences of youths. In doing so, schools can plan strategically to
address risks evident among youths, while simultaneously increasing supports to enhance
achievement” (p. 154). Connecting the questions developed by Halbert and Kaser (2013) to the
need to better understand the experience of rural youth, BESS has begun using a simple survey
three times a year to give our student voice. Currently the students are asked three questions:
1. Where do you see yourself three years after graduation?
2. What are the names of adults in the building who believe you will be a success?
3. What obstacles are in the way of achieving your goals?
These questions have given staff greater insight into how the lives of students at BESS but have
also raised more questions. Exploring these answers, expanding the questions to focus in more
directly on their learning experience, and then integrating the results more directly into the
school planning process are important next steps and future considerations. This OIP is focused
on how we can use inquiry to better support the teaching and learning that occurs in our school,
but it will also be important to create a system that also uses inquiry to focus on the social
emotional aspects of our school community.
Conclusion
This OIP focuses on moving BESS from a good school to a great one. Chapter 3
discusses in detail the change implementation plan and how this change will be structured,
evaluated and communicated. Ensuring student success is the responsibility of all educators, and
for us to be successful we need to be responsive to their needs. This means moving our efforts
beyond the walls of our schools and using our influence to affect our communities as a whole. In
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an urban context this can be a challenge, but in rural communities it is a real possibility. It,
however, is not an easy task and it requires constant inquiry into the needs of our students so that
we can continually learn and be responsive to their needs, but if done successfully will allow
every student who enters the school to achieve their potential and leave prepared to conquer their
goals.
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Appendix A

NLC Impact and Influence Model Adapted from Katz, S., Earl, L. M. & Jaafar, S. B. (2009). Building and connecting learning
communities: The power of networks for school improvement. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin Press. Graves, N. (2020)
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Appendix B
Task Sheet 1 – Questions & Data Sources
Question 1

Potential Data Sources Connected to the Question

Question 2

Potential Data Sources Connected to the Question

Question 3

Potential Data Sources Connected to the Question

Task Sheet 1 – Questions & Data Sources Adapted from Katz, S., & Earl, L. M. (2006). Leading
Schools in a Data-Rich World: Harnessing Data for School Improvement. Thousand Oaks, CA:
Corwin Press. Graves, N. (2020)
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Appendix C
Task Sheet 2 – Determining Quality

Data Sources: ___________________________________________________________

1. What do you think makes this a strong data source? What cautions should we take note of?

2. What reference points can you use for your interpretations?

3. Does the data give you information that helps you understand the situation better?

4. Is the level of detail sufficient to guide your thinking?

5. In what ways is this data limited?

Task Sheet 2 – Determining Quality. Adapted from Katz, S., & Earl, L. M. (2006). Leading
Schools in a Data-Rich World: Harnessing Data for School Improvement. Thousand Oaks, CA:
Corwin Press. Graves, N. (2020)
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Appendix D
Task Sheet 3 – An Interpretation Guide
Data Sources: ___________________________________________________________

1. What are your initial thoughts on this data set? Do you see any meaningful patterns?

2. Is anything confusing or unclear?

3. Do you need more information that could support your interpretation?

4. From this data, what message do you want to share with your colleagues?

5. Add your interpretation to the concept map that links all interpretations together.

Task Sheet 3 – An Interpretation Guide. Adapted from Katz, S., & Earl, L. M. (2006). Leading
Schools in a Data-Rich World: Harnessing Data for School Improvement. Thousand Oaks, CA:
Corwin Press. Graves, N. (2020)
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Appendix E
Task Sheet 4– Agreeing on Interpretations
Guiding Questions
1. After examining the different data sources, what do you think is the most immediate area that
needs to be focused on?

2. What are important ideas that you feel need more attention?

3. What areas do you feel the need to learn more information about?

Task Sheet 4 – Agreeing on Interpretations. Adapted from Katz, S., & Earl, L. M.
(2006). Leading Schools in a Data-Rich World: Harnessing Data for School
Improvement. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin Press. Graves, N. (2020)

DEVELOPING INQUIRY, DATA, & EVIDENCE-INFORMED PRACTICE

120

Appendix F
Task Sheet 5 – Moving to Action
Action Statement: ___________________________________________________________

1. Who is on the team?

2. What tasks need to be taken to make the action statement a reality?

3. Who, What, When, and How?
Action

Who will do what?

What is needed?

Timeline

4. How will progress be monitored and what will be use to determine success?

Task Sheet 5 – Moving to Action. Adapted from Katz, S., & Earl, L. M. (2006). Leading Schools in a DataRich World: Harnessing Data for School Improvement. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin Press. Graves, N.
(2020)
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Appendix G
My Next Best Move
What do I want to find
out next?

What will I do to find
it out?

What will finding it
out look like?

Did I achieve what I
tried to do?

What did I learn from
doing this and how will
it change my practice

My Next Best Move. Adapted from Katz, S., Dack, L. A., & Malloy, J. (2018). The intelligent, responsive leader. Thousand Oaks, CA:
Corwin. Graves, N. (2020)
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Appendix H
Change Implementation Guide
Stage

Implementation

Establish discussion
norms and desired
outcomes for the
students of BESS
Meet with staff
members to understand
their perspective on how
Engaging Stakeholders the school is doing by
asking the staff three
questions:
1. What are our
students’ strengths?
2. What are our
students stretches?
3. What is one thing
we could do that
would make
learning at our
school more
impactful?
Present current student
data to staff

Stakeholders

Resources

Goals & Outcomes

Teachers, EAs, Admin

Time

Goals
Survey the landscape
Understand where the
staff is at
Establish the need to
change and developing
a sense of urgency

Outcomes
Identify what the
current staff mentality is
around student learning

Introduce the need for
change
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Scanning &
Developing a Focus

Introduce the notion of
progressive inquiry
through the Spirals of
Inquiry (Halbert &
Kaser, 2013) & explain
the strength of protocols
for guiding inquiry
Collect and aggregate
student data in literacy,
and numeracy
Share student data with
staff members and begin
to identify areas of
growth
Chart the future by
answering the following
questions:
1) What is the possible
future?
2) What is the probable
future?
3) What is the preferred
future?
Using the results of the
discussions on possible
futures, identify

Teachers, EAs, Admin
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Time
Goals
Possible resources to
draw on:

Halbert, J. & Kaser, L.
(2013). Spirals of
inquiry: For equity and
quality. Vancouver, BC:
BC Principals' & VicePrincipals' Association

Protocols from reading
Schools in a Data-Rich
World

Understand where our
students are in their
learning

Outcomes
Identify what we need
to know and why
Collect the necessary
data
Ensure that the data is
worth considering and
the limitations of the
data
Develop two or three
possible areas of inquiry
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hypotheses and organize
staff around their
interest in the various
hypotheses.

Developing a Hunch

Develop data literacy
and capacity amongst
staff by examining key
ideas from: Leading
Schools in a Data-Rich
World and The Basics of
Data Literacy: Helping
Your Students (and
You!) Make Sense of
Data
Organize two to three
PLCS based off the
range of perspectives
established in the
previous step
Re-examine data indepth and examine the
quality of data in
consideration of the
identify key indicators
use task sheet 9 & 10
from Leading Schools in

Teachers, EAs, Admin

Time

Goals
Organizing for action

Professional
development to support
data literacy, either an
outside expert or using
the following books:

Katz, S., & Earl, L. M.
(2006). Leading Schools
in a Data-Rich
World. Thousand Oaks,
CA: Corwin Press

Bowen, M. & Bartley,
A. (2013). Basics of
Data Literacy: Helping
Your Students (and
You!) Make Sense of
Data. Arlington, VA:
NSTA Press

Preform quality analysis
and start to draw
conclusions based on
this analysis

Outcomes
Build staff capacity
Identify data that school
staff feel accurately
represent their learning
community
Interrogate data and
identify large scale
trends
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a Data-Rich World to
focus conversation

Develop clear
interpretations for what
the data is telling us

Re-examine and
possibly reform
interpretation of data
based using task sheet
11 & 12 from Leading
Schools in a Data-Rich
World

Learning and Taking
Action

Develop a resource
library from which
teachers can research
solutions to address
their perspective
Use Task Sheet 13 from
Leading Schools in a
Data-Rich World to
guide the PLCs in
developing an action
plan
Use the Guiding
Questions for Next Best
Learning Move as
developed by Katz,
Dack & Malloy in The
Intelligent, Responsive

Teachers, EAs, Admin

Time

Goals

Money for a resource
library, specifically
access to a database of
educational research

Progressive Inquiry
Seek Solutions and
develop an action plan

Outcomes
Establish access to
educational research
Develop and action
plans
Institute a common
process for
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Leader, as a protocol for
PLCs to guide the
implementation of their
action plans

Connecting and
Expanding Practice

Connect with other
schools in the region
that share a similar
context
Organize a meeting of
schools in the region to
share out their learning,
using an agreed upon
discussion protocol
Meet monthly to Use
the Guiding Questions
for Next Best Learning
Move to continue to
guide the
implementation process
Foster and organize
future meetings of the
networked learning
communities

implementation of
action plans

Teachers, EAs, Admin

Time

Goals
Network and implement

Money for travel and for
food for networked
sharing sessions

Outcomes
Build a network of
PLCs in schools with
similar context
Implement the PLCs
action plans and
continue to support the
implementation

DEVELOPING INQUIRY, DATA, & EVIDENCE-INFORMED PRACTICE

Collect and evaluate
indicator data to
determine what has
changed and by how
much

Checking to Ensure
Enough of a Difference Share out learning
is Being Made
between the PLCs at the
school

Teachers, EAs, Admin
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Time

Goals
Evaluate

Schools in our learning
network

Microsoft Forms to
collect survey
information

Outcomes
Understand what went
well and what did not
go well

Students & parents

Share out learning
amongst the NLCs
Strengthen collaboration
amongst NLCs

Survey students and
parents to determine
how they feel about
learning this year

Reviewing and Moving
the Inquiry Deeper

Debrief the process and
identify what worked
well and what needs to
be improved
Restart the cycle

Understand how the
parents are viewing the
school

Teachers, EAs, Admin

Time

Goals
Begin Again

Outcomes
Strengthen the process

